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The purpose of this study was to investigate student and instructor 
musical identities in the context of a university music course intended for non-
music majors. Participants were the instructor of an introductory music course 
and 16 of her students at a medium-sized university in the western United States. 
Study of this group of participants and their interactions throughout one 15-week 
semester led to greater understanding of their roles in music as well as better 
insight into the many ways in which they formed connections between music and 
their identity concepts. The research allowed for the development of assertions 
based on participant perceptions regarding identities and the development and 
interactions of those perceptions over time. 
Of the 17 total participants, nine student participants and the one 
instructor participated in three 1-hour interview sessions each. These interviews 
were used to generate the majority of the data used in the study. Data were also 
gathered in the forms of five class observations and various documents related to 
the class. Analysis of these data sources led to three primary assertions 
regarding the musical identities of participants, the development of those musical 





interactions. First, student participants generally viewed interaction with their 
instructor as having some influences on their musical identities particularly with 
regard to contextualizing or reinforcing identities. Second, student participants 
believed that their preexisting and developing musical identities were impactful 
on the effects which the introductory music course had on their lives. Third, 
various effects which the instructor had on the musical identities of student 
participants in this case study were influenced by her own preexisting and 
developing musical identities. 
These assertions suggest that instructor and student musical identities 
can interact in ways which create noticeable changes for all of those involved in 
introductory music courses for non-music majors. Instructors and leaders 
involved with similar classes may consider the possibility that neither instructors 
nor students have direct control over many of the musical identities which could 
affect instructor-student interaction. Instructors in similar classes should also 
consider the possibility that demonstrating and maintaining interest in student 
identities may serve to increase their understanding of their students and 
contribute to more effective instruction. Additionally, while there may be benefits 
to presenting unbiased perspectives on course content, instructors of similar 
courses may wish to consider that allowing students some knowledge of their 
own identities may have a positive effect on instructor-student interaction. Lastly, 
the study demonstrates the potential that introductory music courses for non-
music majors may have a marked impact on student identities. University leaders 





such courses should accept that these classes may be highly impactful on the 
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INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Background on Musical Identities 
The majority, if not the totality of people in modern society can be thought 
of as having musical identities in one way or another (Folkestad, 2002, p. 151; 
MacDonald et al., 2002, p. 11). Indeed, it was John Blacking (1973/2000) who 
said, “the nature from which man has selected his musical styles is not only 
external to him; it includes his own nature” (p. 25). Blacking’s seminal research 
on the Venda people and cultures of the African continent re-defined how the 
musical community thinks about music outside of a Western art music paradigm. 
While his work pre-dates much of the scholarship used today in defining musical 
identities, even in 1973, one can see characteristics of the ideas of music in 
identities (MII) and identities in music (IIM) addressed in the research presented 
here. In Blacking’s view, music is a part of who we are as humans, both as 
individuals and as contributors to our society, our culture, and our world. 
Since that time, there have been new developments in our understanding 
of musical identities through new data and updated frameworks with which to 
interpret them. In analyzing a 10-year longitudinal study of children, Evans and 
McPherson (2014) found that children who started with and maintained identities 
in relation to music were better able to sustain the motivation and practice 






of music longer. Moreover, the authors found that social environments “in which 
music plays an active part are conducive to children being able to form a long-
term view of themselves as musicians” (Evans & McPherson, 2014, p. 421). 
Trevarthen (2002) found that musical identities manifested themselves 
throughout life, starting in infancy and developing into more complex realizations 
of fundamental themes of social co-experience and musical practice as 
individuals age. Such research suggests that there is much to be done on the 
subject of musical identities and social interaction and that the topic may prove to 
be essential to an understanding of music and music pedagogy. Researchers 
have made progress in understanding how identities impact the lives of students 
and instructors and the educational environments in which they operate. 
However, certain environments and specific classifications of students and 
instructors have not been researched to the same extent as others. 
Musical Identities in the Literature 
DeNora (2000) addresses music in a modern context of personal listening 
devices, background music in stores, music therapy, and other ways in which 
people in modern society use and listen to music. She referred to music as an 
“instrument of social ordering” (DeNora, 2000, p. 8) and found several ways in 
which music and identities might interact. In listeners, she found an image of 
participants who use music for the creation of an identity from self to others, from 
self to self, and as a tool to reflexively recall identity (DeNora, 2000, pp. 62–63). 
DeNora demonstrated a view of music as an interactive force for listeners. She 
described music as a “magic mirror” that both reflects the viewer and informs the 






identities, present them to others, and also affirm existing identities. One might 
think DeNora’s work informs only a view of music in identities, but this is not so. 
In one of the interviews she presented, a respondent expressed an identity in 
music as the family member to choose the music for communal spaces (DeNora, 
2000, p. 72). In the case of that respondent, whom DeNora refers to as Elaine, 
she had a musical role to fill that was uniquely hers in the family. DeNora says 
that through her actions, Elaine can, “spin the tale of ‘who she is’ to herself and 
others.” (DeNora, 2000, p. 72) DeNora’s work shows that there is an increasing 
number of factors that can affect musical identities and an increasing number of 
environments in which musical identities might develop. 
DeNora’s work may be thought of as the basis for much exploration into 
musical identities. Most people in modern society are consumers of music in one 
way or another. Yet, in this exploration of the interaction between the musical 
identities of instructors and students, instructors can have very different points of 
reference for their IIM and MII. Nettl’s book Heartland Excursions (1995) explains 
the sort of musical identities instructors might adopt or be exposed to. Instructors 
may have been exposed to the culture of music institutions as students or as 
current faculty within those institutions, so Nettl’s findings may be applicable to 
them in many respects. Nettl presented the idea of hierarchies in music 
departments and music schools in which “those who can, do” (Nettl, 1995, p. 58). 
In Nettl’s view, the focus is on performance, and there is a key divide between 
performance and academic music with composition falling either somewhere in 






utmost importance, and students, faculty, and administrators all operate in Nettl’s 
model on a rigid, chronological path of attempted upward progression. In 
academic areas in particular, “there is continuing competition without a consistent 
hierarchical result” (Nettl, 1995, p. 59). The identities of instructors of music could 
therefore be influenced by the unique environment of music in academia, which 
may be a stark contrast to the experiences of many students in introductory 
music courses. 
Some authors would suggest that classes could benefit from curriculum 
designed with a more holistic perspective than academia might traditionally 
encourage. Aróstegui and Louro (2009) suggested that overall, a “broader artistic 
experience” is preferable to a “focus on academic content” (Aróstegui & Louro , 
2009, p. 20). In their review of the literature incorporating their own work, they 
also elucidated various views on musical identities such as the concept of music 
helping to define an “attachment to a recognizable subgroup” (Aróstegui & Louro 
, 2009, p. 25). This idea will here be referred to as a part of MII. They expressed 
the idea that students inevitably start their musical instruction in school with 
certain preconceived notions about music resulting from their own musical 
identities. They further suggested that it is common for instructors to undervalue 
these identities, which can result in students rejecting the content as a part of 
their own identities. Similar to the authors referenced later in this review, 
Aróstegui and Louro suggested that instructors should consider an approach that 
is more inclusive of student IIM. The result of this approach may be that students 






identities. This type of finding can be taken in the context of the multiple worlds 
model of Phelan et al. (1991), in which the individual is a “mediator and integrator 
of meaning and experience” (p. 226). Students might understand music within a 
certain context and because of other contextual information, and their various 
understandings must be integrated and synthesized to create their sense of 
identity. 
In her work with activist-musicians, Hess (2019), found that music may 
enable individuals to form identities, assert them, change them, and understand 
their interaction better, especially when using music composition as a tool. She 
suggested that certain pedagogical methods could contribute to student identities 
particularly with regard to materials and curriculum that enable the exploration 
and development of identities. Hudak (1999) addressed the concept of sound 
identity, which he described as a musical “we” in contrast to the musical “us” 
which might occur in the formation of the music fan (p. 448). He suggested that 
sound identity can elaborate itself “across the spectrum of schooling as a 
practice of love and freedom in the fight against oppression” (Hudak, 1999, p. 
472). He also observed that music-making and musical experiences can create a 
unique space for students to understand community differently, with a different 
sense of who is inside and outside the community and perhaps a new concept of 
those emic and etic perspectives. Elliott (2007) found that educators had a 
certain influence on their students’ sense of social justice, an example of MII. 
Lewis (2012) suggested that issues of teacher and student identity may affect 






thinking, in their multiple case study of an authentic context learning experience, 
Haston and Russell (2012) found a symbiotic relationship between teacher and 
performer identities of music education students. These findings all contribute to 
a better understanding of the complex nature of identities in the context of 
musical scholarship. 
Musical Identities in the 
Context of Places and 
Social Groups 
There is substantial scholarship regarding the interactions between 
identities associated with music and those associated with nations and other 
concepts of places. This is true in the context of education and pedagogy as well. 
Folkestad (2002) observed that the relationship between national identity and 
music has been historically present in several key contexts including Kodaly’s 
use of music to strengthen the national identity in Hungary. Ilari et al. (2013) 
found that children could increase their understanding of their own identities and 
those of others through the singing of multicultural songs. Hess (2013) found that 
identities affect the design of classes which include world music. Pascale (2011) 
found a connection between content choices in music classes and the cultural 
understanding of students in her case study of children working with the Afghan 
Children’s Songbook Project. These findings demonstrate not only that IIMs can 
affect and be affected by other types of identities, but that identities also show 
signs of connections between ethnicity, nationality, and music, especially in 
young people. Additionally, the findings show a certain connection between 






In informing this understanding of national and ethnic identity as it relates 
to musical identity, it is important to note that national identity cannot be isolated 
from other influences. Corona and Madrid (2008) advocate for a “postnational” 
view of musical identities: 
 These relatively new approaches understand the nation-State as an 
“imagined community” whose existence is based upon the discursive 
homogenization of the diverse groups it seeks to represent. Such a view 
emphasizes the fact that culture and the people who produce it, consume 
it, and identify with it continuously move through the borders of the nation-
State via a wide range of technologies. (p. 3) 
This viewpoint is critical to an understanding of students and instructors in the 
modern-day. While students may hold certain ideas about national identity as it 
relates to music, it is important to note that the complex nature of their identities 
should not be viewed through an interpretive lens of national identity but rather 
must be taken in the context of an interaction between many unique and varied 
influences. This is especially relevant in an increasingly urban context (Magaldi, 
2008; Party, 2008). Though terminology may differ, these findings are supported 
by various other scholars. Slobin (1984) addressed Klezmer music as an 
expressive culture of Jewish immigrants, a particular group within the larger 
national culture of the United States. Klymasz (1973) found there to be unique 
musical and ethnic folklore identities derived from immigrant cultures in North 






understood in the context of the various places, groups, and ideas that 
individuals identify with. 
In the context of education and pedagogy, a greater understanding of the 
influences of institutions in this light could prove beneficial. While it is not the 
purpose of this research to explore institutions specifically, it is important to add 
to the previous discussion on institutions by noting several important viewpoints 
on the influence that institutions have on instructor and student place identities 
and national identities. Nettl (1995) addressed the biases in many universities 
which lead to a focus on European and specifically German music. These, Nettl 
observed are literally etched into the walls of many universities, a statement to 
students and passersby about the values of the institution. He described the 
concerns of music schools about the pollution of their students’ musical tastes 
and the centering of canonic musical choices around almost exclusively 
European Western art music from roughly 1720 to 1930 (Nettl, 1995, pp. 17–18, 
84). Miller (1993) traced the origins of higher education music in the United 
States to early attempts to pattern programs after European counterparts and 
pointed out that many prominent academic leaders from after the Civil War, 
including Harper, Eliot, White, Ticknor, and Lutkin, were once students in Europe 
(Miller, 1993, p. 40). Broyles (1985) pointed out that Lowell Mason expressed a 
preference for the classics of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven as well as the 
classic Viennese compositions. Mason, Broyles asserts, aligned closely with 
ideas in the British educational community of his time and sought to change and 






Ashby (2008) similarly described the traditional embracing of Eurocentric 
and German focused views by the musicological establishment. He noted that 
American musicology and ethnomusicology have diverged from these 
nationalistic views of German absolute music somewhat, but there still exists in 
American musicology a problematic idea that there is a single, unified American 
music. In the academy, this concept has relied on canonic European influence 
while much of the popular music created in the United States has not. From the 
work of these authors, it is clear that there are certain classic and Eurocentric 
influences on instructors as graduates of and participants in the educational 
establishment. Listeners and fans of popular music also form certain identities 
outside of academic institutions with regard to their “musical turf,” as Hudak 
(1999) described it (p. 458). This suggests the possibility for differences between 
musical identity concepts of students and those of their institutions and 
instructors. In an increasingly globalized society, this may be especially 
prevalent, but it has certainly been the case in the past as well. Advancements in 
communication and transport technology may be seen as increasing 
multiculturalism and globalization just as scholars such as Party (2008) and 
Magaldi (2008) contend, but multicultural classrooms and global influences are 
not new. 
Kodály pointed out in his essay “What is Hungarian in Music?” 
(1939/1974) that “every great national school is the meeting point of different 
cultures, and even races. The history of music abounds in examples of this” (p. 






among music students. The research addressed previously in conjunction with 
this idea would suggest that musical identities with respect to nationality, 
ethnicity, and various identities associated with place could inform an 
understanding of musical identities in the classroom. Certain findings along those 
lines already exist. Kelly-McHale (2013) explored the relationship between 
musical identities and multicultural education and found an important connection 
between national and ethnic identities, musical identities, and instruction. In her 
case study of four elementary students whose families had immigrated from 
Mexico to the United States, Kelly-McHale found that the methodological 
approach of the instructor appeared to have some influence on the extent to 
which the MII and IIM of students was influenced. Although the instructor 
attempted to convince her students of the idea that anyone could be a musician 
(IIM), she had little effect on the students’ IIM in that respect outside of the 
classroom. Students did not see the ideas regarding identities that they learned 
in class as transferable to the rest of their lives (Kelly-McHale, 2013, p. 209). 
Kelly-McHale suggested that although the instructor had some effect on student 
musical identities, she may have been unsuccessful in convincing them to adopt 
identities as musicians because of her methods and approach. 
Musical Identities in the 
Classroom 
Kelly-McHale is certainly not the only scholar to investigate musical 
identities in a classroom environment, however. In her ideographic analysis of 
English undergraduate and postgraduate university psychology students, Lamont 






meaning and identity were connected with strong experiences in music listening 
for her participants. She advocated for an approach that accounted for the music 
being played or performed, the situational context in which it was being heard, 
and the students as listeners. She pointed to identity as central to the 
understanding of the student listeners, and she also suggested that the age of 
participants may have played a part in identity formation (Lamont, 2011, p. 241), 
which is especially notable given that MacDonald et al. (2002) included youth 
identity in the factors they considered in defining MII (p. 14). Lamont’s study is 
relevant to the investigation presented here in part because she addressed the 
idea of expectancy. In a statement closely aligned with DeNora’s (2001) findings, 
Lamont suggested that listeners can “prime themselves to have musically 
meaningful experiences” (Lamont, 2011, p. 243). This idea that expectation may 
play an important role in shaping musical experiences could be central to 
understanding how one might teach music listeners. What are students expecting 
of the music they experience in class? How does that expectation affect their 
classroom experience? How does their experience in educational environments 
change what they might expect of other musical experiences if at all? 
Kelly-McHale (2013) found that an elementary music education 
experience had comparatively little effect on the IIM of the four students involved 
in her multiple case study on children in immigrant families. Conversely, 
Woodward (2013) found that students’ preexisting notions of what it meant to be 
a musician (IIM) changed over the course of her ethnographic study of a musical 






level. She found that the students’ identities became more elusive and open-
ended. During the semester she spent studying the class, she said that she 
“realized that instead of students’ going through a shift in musical identity as a 
result of participating in the course, they began to re-envision what being a 
musician might mean in a broad or general sense” (Woodward, 2013, p. 109). 
This statement suggests myriad possibilities for ideas regarding students and 
how classes can affect their musical identities. Are student musical identities rigid 
and fixed? If so, can identities be affected by redefining their ideas on roles in 
music? Could these concepts apply to MII as well as IIM? Woodward suggested 
that perhaps some identities can be affected by way of reframing them rather 
than changing the identities themselves. 
Fundamental differences exist between Woodward and Kelly-McHale’s 
studies, yet there are key similarities in their findings. In particular, both associate 
instructor choices with the potential for change in student identities (Woodward, 
2013, p. 116; Kelly-McHale, p. 211). Kelly-McHale suggests perhaps the most 
pertinent idea to the investigation presented here in saying that in her case study, 
the source of the lack of effect on student identities was “a classroom that is 
structured on the basis of the beliefs and experience of the teacher” (Kelly-
McHale, 2013, p. 212). Kelly-McHale suggests that the teacher’s own beliefs and 
experiences may have led to a classroom environment that was ineffectual in 
influencing student musical identities, particularly IIM. Despite the stated goal of 
the instructor to encourage students to develop their concept of musicianship and 






is certainly not possible to compare these studies in many respects, perhaps it is 
possible to use them together as a tool to explore what questions one might ask 
regarding musical identities. What about an educational environment could 
influence musical identities, if anything, and what sort of factors might one study 
to determine the nature of that influence? Woodward and Kelly-McHale suggest 
that instructor influence may play a part. 
McPherson et al. addressed many factors in investigating the body of 
research spanning 14 years that formed the basis of Music in Our Lives (2012). 
They found that several influential people in the lives of young musicians 
contributed to the creation and sustainment of musical identities. Parents, they 
suggested, certainly played a key part. In their analysis of the case of Anthony, a 
trombone playing student establishing an individual musical identity separate 
from his piano playing mother, they suggested that his identity satisfied “needs to 
establish an autonomous personal musical identity that became the catalyst for 
future commitment to the development of that identity and the skills needed to 
maintain and perform it” (McPherson et al., 2012, p. 100). In assessing Anthony’s 
musical career over 10 years after they began their research with him, the 
authors expressed his mother’s statements on the important nature of Anthony’s 
relationships with his music teachers as well. The teachers (including both 
classroom and private teachers), as the authors said, were “friends,” “helpers,” 
and “role models” to Anthony (McPherson et al., 2012, p. 102). Additionally, in 
the school environment, the authors addressed three key transitions in musical 






middle school to high school, and the transition from high school into university or 
the workforce (McPherson et al., 2012, p. 111). That final transition is of interest, 
and it forms the basis of the study presented in the following pages. In that 
transition out of high school, some students may find themselves in the world 
described in Nettl’s Heartland Excursions, but others may find themselves taking 
another path into music courses intended for non-music majors. Still others will 
differ from Anthony fundamentally and decide to study music with little or no 
previous experience with musical instruction. 
The Appreciation of Music 
The research addressed above raises certain philosophical and practical 
questions regarding the influencing of student musical identities. In a pedagogical 
environment, if it is possible to influence student musical identities or not, is one 
or the other outcome preferable? Have programs or individual instructors 
attempted to influence musical identities in the past? Aróstegui (2004) presented 
a case study with a music education student who was taking a music history 
class in twentieth-century music. The student was highly resistant to the content 
of the class, at one point calling the music “garbage” and saying that nobody in 
the class really cared about it (p. 179). Aróstegui pointed out the consistency 
between the student’s perspective and the established institutional values 
presented in Bruno Nettl’s Heartland Excursions (1995). The student, Aróstegui 
posited, had adopted a certain context for music that did not include the music of 
the late 20th century, and the instructor’s approach in the class had not 
successfully encouraged participation from students in music that did not fit with 






that same case study, finding three possible reasons for the student’s rejection of 
the music: either the student couldn’t understand the musical language, she 
rejected the music on the basis of social identities associated with it, or she 
simply did not feel positive emotion when she heard it. Instruction, Aróstegui and 
Louro say, should be concerned with the first two of those factors (pp. 23–24). 
This idea that music education, especially in the areas of history and 
musicology, should remove barriers to understanding or appreciating music is 
certainly not new. Reimer (2003) said that “Music education, in an important 
sense, initiates and sustains students’ efforts to achieve increasing competence 
in the know-hows of creativity, enabling parallel musical satisfactions to occur” (p. 
123). Reimer referred to this “knowing how” as meeting the demands of the 
music (p. 118). It is essential, Reimer argued, for any particular role in music (any 
IIM), to have the skills necessary to listen, perform, compose, or do whatever 
needs to be done, and it is one goal of music education to foster that know-how 
in students. It is also important to note Reimer’s view (which Aróstegui’s writing 
supports) that musical understanding enables enjoyment. When students do not 
engage with musical material, they may be unable to enjoy it because of a lack of 
skills related to the music or because of ideas about context and identity that are 
inconsistent with the music in question. 
Swanwick (1988) addressed ideas of classification and framing with 
respect to instructor choices. Classification, the selection of content, and framing, 
the way in which that content is taught, are two ways in which instructors and 






but commonly overlooked moments of learning are musical encounters in a 
community rather than achievements in the sequence of pre-determined 
objectives which is so common in education. The goal of institutions, he said, 
should be “to increase the likelihood of these encounters by framing knowledge 
and experience in a systematic way in an explicit spirit of musical criticism, 
relating the music-making of students to the world of music outside, 
interculturally” (Swanwick, 1988, p. 138). In this model, education serves to 
enhance musical understanding in the greater context of students’ lives. Far from 
being an independent space where students interact with music in a way that is 
isolated from the rest of their life experience, the classroom Swanwick described 
would enhance student understanding of music both inside and outside of the 
academic institution. 
Historically, the idea of using education to influence the greater musical 
lives of students has been common in various respects. Volk (1994) addressed 
the efforts of music educators in the United States from 1900 to 1916 to use 
music to “Americanize” immigrant students (p. 297). These efforts to change 
student MII were especially true of music appreciation classes. In his survey of 
universities in the United States in 1935, Thompson described the average 
introductory music course as starting with definitions of musical terms followed by 
the “treatment of the literature and its history” (Thompson, 1935, p. 18). He 
described these first 1 or 2 semesters of collegiate instruction as removing the 
“formidable character” of musical terminology (p. 16). Thompson’s statements 






universities have historically had some element of enabling students to better 
understand musical material. In Reimer’s view, the eventual goal would be to 
enable students to develop their identities using the competency they have 
acquired. In the same year as Thompson’s survey, Percy Scholes addressed a 
similar concept in his book Music Appreciation: Its History and Technics (1935). 
He described the music appreciation instructor as not a “doer” but an “undoer” (p. 
95). Scholes said that the instructor’s primary goal should be to enable willing 
students to remove obstacles in the way of their ability to appreciate music more. 
In more modern work, McPherson et al. (2012) synthesized Sloboda and 
Davidson’s 1996 findings with others at the time in the statement that 
A picture had emerged of a long-practicing musician tuned into the social 
and cultural rules about musical expression that was offering personal 
fulfilment for engagement. The key question for music educators then 
was, if these qualities can be learnt, how might they be most effectively 
taught? (p. 9) 
The authors presented a clearer picture of what music education might seek to 
do with regard to the context surrounding music pedagogy. The focus of their 
question was on the methods instructors might use to facilitate the sort of 
engagement that causes students to seek out the conditions which enable 
fulfilling musical growth. In other words, if it is true that one type of successful 
musician is “tuned into” social and cultural contexts that surround fulfilling 
musical engagement, is there a way to guide students to find that context in their 






development in students presented here. If identities exist relative to a certain 
cultural and social context, then can identity change independent of the context? 
Can the context change independent of the identity? Are the identity and context 
interdependent? Can education influence any or all of the factors surrounding 
this interaction? Could education, as Scholes (1935) and Thompson (1935) 
suggest, remove barriers for students with regard to the creation or development 
of identity and context? 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to investigate student and instructor 
musical identities in the context of a university introductory music course for non-
music majors. Nettl (1995) said of the issue of competence and identity 
development that “it is difficult to determine just what is required for a person to 
‘have competence in,’ participate in, ‘understand,’ possess, or ‘identify with’ a 
music” (p. 88). This remains true today. While existing literature provides some 
valuable insight into musical identities inside and outside the classroom, there is 
little agreement on how classroom instructors can actually affect the musical 
identities of students, if at all. In fact, the literature suggests that it is still unclear 
what questions should be asked about musical identities and the classroom. 
Woodward (2013) expressed a need for research on people who consider 
themselves to be “non-musicians.” She said that “by collecting stories from 
people who consider themselves to be ‘non-musicians,’ music educators could 
gain insight into how students may begin to de-identify with their own innate 
sense of musicianship” (p. 115). It is clear from the literature that there is still a 






14 years of study done by McPherson et al. (2012), one might ask two questions: 
What happens to the identities of music students after leaving high school and 
how do their identities change during that crucial transition? DeNora’s (2000) 
work might lead one to ask about how musical identities formed in casual or non-
educational fashions develop or change as students enter university studies. In 
fact, many questions arise from the body of literature that exists concerning 
musical identities. It is precisely because of the many avenues of questioning 
available to the researcher interested in the musical identities of people who 
consider themselves to be “non-musicians” that this study came to be. In this 
research, participants will be allowed the opportunity to speak for themselves on 
what factors might influence their identity formation. The intent of this method of 
research is to study participant perceptions of IIM, MII, and how these two parts 
of identity function in the unique context of an introductory music course for non-
music majors. 
The goal of the study is to allow participants to share their perceptions of 
their own musical identities as well as their perceptions of how those identities 
develop and interact in the instructor-student relationship. Focus on the 
instructor-student relationship was chosen for two reasons. First, there is some 
suggestion in the literature that it may affect student musical identities (especially 
in Haston & Russell, 2012; Lamont, 2011; Lewis, 2012; McPherson et al., 2012; 
Woodward, 2013). Second, it is an area in which educators, scholars, and 
administrators may have some control. That is to say, while it is certainly useful 






might have because of factors unrelated to education and how those factors 
might affect students, it is particularly useful to understand what an instructor 
might do that affects student identities. Such understanding could affect 
administrators’ design and structure of courses, advisement of instruction, and 
indeed the hiring of instructional staff to begin with. This understanding could 
affect instructors’ design of class syllabi and coursework, their selection of topics, 
and even their day-to-day interaction with students. In the examination of one 
class, one set of students, and one instructor, insight might be gained regarding 
how to go about an exploration of the concepts surrounding the instructor-student 
interaction. In that sense, it is the goal of this study to contribute to future 
understanding and inform future instruction with regard to possible avenues of 
exploration in musical identities. 
Research Questions 
Q1 How do instructors and students in this introductory music course 
for non-music majors perceive their own musical identities? 
 
 
Q2  How does the instructor perceive student musical identities and 
vice versa in this introductory music course for non-music majors? 
 
 
Q3  How do instructor and student perceptions of their musical identities 




Musical identity - refers to the synthesis of two concepts explained in MacDonald 
et al. (2002). 
Identities in music (IIM) - defined by “social and cultural roles within music” 






roles which individuals may identify with such as listener, singer, 
instrumentalist, band student, and instructor. 
Music in identities (MII) - defined by “how we use music as a means of, or as a 
resource for, developing other aspects of our personal identities, including 
gender identity; youth identity; national identity; and disability and identity” 
(MacDonald et al., 2002, pp. 14–15). The term will be used to refer to the 
ways in which music informs and interacts with other personal identities 
which individuals may possess. 
Place - refers to various locations which individuals may identify with. Such 
places, as O’Meara (2014) addresses, are not exclusive to concepts of 
nations, states, or other political spaces. Rather, identities associated with 
place should be understood in the context of the many geographical 
features, cities, towns, and other places which individuals may associate 
with musical endeavors. 
Introductory music course - refers to music survey courses intended for non-
music majors which are commonly titled “Music Appreciation” or 
“Introduction to Music.” A specific description of the class being studied in 














Viewpoints and Research Traditions 
Since the purpose of this case study was to investigate student and 
instructor musical identities in the context of the developing social group within a 
university introductory music course for non-music majors, constructivist 
epistemology and the ethnographic research tradition were chosen as the basis 
of the research. The study also drew on the work of scholars focused on 
phenomenological and grounded theory research. Stake (1995) describes 
constructivism as “the belief that knowledge is constructed rather than 
discovered,” and he asserts that the aim of qualitative research is to develop an 
understanding of others’ interpretation of stimuli and their integrated 
interpretations or rational reality rather than to develop an understanding of the 
objective elements of reality itself (pp. 100–101). Therefore, this research 
focused on participant perception rather than assuming that an objective reality 
could be ascertained from participant responses. 
Since the study also drew on the ethnographic research tradition, inquiry 
was focused on how the students and instructor in this introductory music course 
shared culture. Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest that ethnographic studies 
should focus on “the meaning of the behavior, the language, and the interaction 






investigated individual perceptions of culture-sharing groups and the effects of 
those groups on individuals. The primary group being investigated was the 
students and instructor involved in the introductory music course. However, in the 
context of musical identities, inquiry was also made into how participants 
perceived sharing culture with other groups they were a part of based on other 
elements of their IIM and MII including age, familial relationships, friendships, 
and musical performance roles. The goals of exploring such cultural associations 
and shared identities were to accurately describe participants and to provide 
insight into how participants interpreted and contextualized experiences and 
interactions in their introductory music course. 
Design of the Study 
Methods for this study were derived from various sources on research 
methods and also designed to emulate strengths of previous research while 
adapting to the unique nature of the population being studied. The primary 
sources for information regarding the design for this qualitative case study were 
Stake’s The Art of Case Study Research (1995), Creswell and Poth’s Qualitative 
Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (2018), and 
Glaser’s “The Constant Comparative Method of Qualitative Analysis” (1965). 
These sources formed the overall framework for the methods developed. More 
specific texts on interview processes were referenced including The Art of Asking 
Questions: Studies in Public Opinion by Le Baron Payne (1951) and 
“Interviewing: The Art of Science” by Fontana and Frey (1994). In certain 
aspects, the design was also modeled after Woodward (2013), Haston and 






used the study duration of 1 semester, and all three studies used some 
combination of interviews, observations, and document analysis. 
Ethical Considerations 
Ethical considerations involved in the research were addressed from the 
beginning of the planning stages. Guidelines presented by the institutional review 
board were referenced and followed closely, and a protocol for the research was 
submitted to the board for review in advance of the research taking place. The 
board was provided with copies of planning resources including methodologies 
and preliminary interview protocols. Their review resulted in the determination 
that the research met ethical standards consistent with university guidelines. A 
brief description of efforts taken to protect participant privacy and the security of 
their data were included in recruitment materials (see Appendix A) for all 
participants, and interview participants were read a statement at the beginning of 
each interview which reminded them of efforts to protect their privacy and 
encouraged them to contact the researcher with any questions or concerns 
regarding the interview process or if they would like to withdraw from the study 
(see Appendix B). Participants will be referred to using the gender identities and 
pronouns which they reported identifying with in each interview. Participant data 
presented here appear without information that could be used to identify 
participants. All reference made to participants here makes use of their assigned 
pseudonyms in order to protect their privacy.  
Pseudonyms were chosen using methods designed to eliminate 
unnecessary associations with the names. Since all student participants 






popular female baby names in the prior year according to the Social Security 
Administration (2019). Each of the nine names was assigned randomly to each 
participant using a random number generator to create random numbers 
associated with participants through their participant number. The instructor’s 
name, Dr. Jones, was taken from the United States Census Bureau (2016) list of 
most common surnames in the 2010 census. The specific name of “Jones” was 
chosen using a random number generator to generate a number corresponding 
with the name’s place in the list. 
Prior to contacting participants, two changes were made to interview 
methods which were reported to the institutional review board. The first change 
was moving interview processes online through the Zoom video conferencing 
platform. The second change was allowing for potential participants to consent to 
class observations through written email correspondence rather than physical 
signatures on consent forms. The board approved both changes. Both of these 
changes resulted from complications relating to the global pandemic, which will 
be addressed in the next section. 
Changes Due to the Global 
Pandemic 
The case study presented here was conducted from September to 
December 2020. During that time, the COVID-19 disease caused by the SARS-
CoV-2 virus and its variants had a marked impact not only on the delivery of 
instruction in university classes but also on many other elements of the lives of 
participants. In light of ethical and practical considerations relating to the global 






part from changes made to the class being studied. All interviews in this study 
were conducted using the Zoom video conferencing platform to prevent 
potentially transmitting the virus to participants. Additionally, due to safety 
considerations, the class being studied moved to exclusively online instruction 
through video conferencing and the university learning management system. It 
may also be relevant to note that the majority of instruction students and 
instructors were engaged in at the university where the class took place was 
primarily through similar online means. 
Additionally, though many of the participants lived in housing on the 
university campus, much of the social interaction which students and instructors 
would typically experience in person either moved online or ceased to occur. At 
least one participant in the study is known to have changed living situations 
partway through the semester as a result of complications relating to the global 
pandemic, and others reported certain changes in social or listening habits as a 
result of complications relating to the pandemic. In general, findings in the study 
were not assumed to have been different as a result of the pandemic. Since the 
effects of the global pandemic were largely unknown at the time the research 
took place, lines of inquiry proceeded as planned. However, several participants 
expressed beliefs that the pandemic had marked effects on their lives during this 
time period, and others suggested that the effects of the class may have been 
different had the class been conducted in person. These responses were 
recorded and coded as a part of data analysis. Relevant responses to the 






should note that the case study presented here must be taken in the context of 
the specific circumstances in which it took place including these and other effects 
of the global COVID-19 pandemic. 
Site Selection 
The introductory music course which was investigated in the case study 
presented here was chosen based on alignment with research questions and 
goals as well as convenience for the researcher. The introductory music class 
was conducted through a medium-sized public university in the western United 
States. The particular introductory music course studied was described in the 
course catalog as being concerned with musical “enjoyment” and “appreciation” 
for students who do not have a history of academic study in music. The syllabus 
elaborated on this goal with the statement that “the ultimate goals of this course 
are to provide a springboard to life-long interest in music for serious-minded non-
music majors and to encourage them to become strong supporters for performing 
arts throughout their lives.” These stated objectives were seen as consistent with 
the types of classes and environments proposed for study in the Research 
Questions. 
Data Collection 
Data collection focused on representing the students as a group while 
preserving their unique multiple realities. In the context of this research, the 
primary objective was to gain insight into participants’ beliefs regarding their 
musical identities and those of others, then draw inferences and create 
comparisons that contribute to an understanding of the group as a whole. As a 






chosen as data sources. These sources were used to create thick descriptions of 
participant perceptions, contextualize information within the framework of the 
class, and allow for categorical aggregation of data, which Stake (1995) 
describes as the “aggregation of instances until something can be said about 
them as a class” (p. 74). These methods were consistent with Glaser’s (1965) 
constant comparative method of qualitative analysis and informed by methods 
addressed in Creswell and Poth (2018). 
Interviews 
Stake (1995) refers to the interview as “the main road to multiple realities,” 
and suggests that qualitative researchers both discover and portray multiple 
views in a case (p. 64). In light of the nature of the research questions being both 
highly personal and partly reliant on perceptions of social groups, interviews were 
therefore chosen as the primary source of data. Potential participants were 
recruited in the 1st class session of the introductory music course. All students in 
the class were given access to introductory letters and consent forms (see 
Appendix A). All nine students who returned consent forms for interview 
participation were selected, though initial plans for the study involved only four 
students. This change was made partly due to lower-than-expected participation 
in class observations. The class instructor also participated in interviews. 
Interviews were conducted three times throughout the 15-week course, once 
during the second and third weeks of classes, once during the seventh and 
eighth weeks of classes, and finally once after all class sessions had been 
completed. Interviews each lasted approximately 1 hour and were conducted in a 






adaptable to participant viewpoints. These methods were similar to those used in 
Lamont (2011), consistent with recommendations from Stake (1995), and 
informed by unstructured interview procedures outlined by Fontana and Frey 
(1994). Consistent with Fontana and Frey’s viewpoint, the goal of interviews was 
primarily to understand rather than to explain (p. 366). Interview protocols (see 
Appendix B) were diverged from frequently during the interview sessions to allow 
participants the opportunity to explain or develop ideas. However, each interview 
began with an introductory survey which was read to the participant verbatim, 
and requests for clarification were given using the text in parentheses. In the 
second and third rounds of interviews, these introductory surveys were 
developed using the emergent design described below. 
An emergent design was used such that interview protocols for the second 
and third rounds of interviews resulted from the preliminary analysis of prior 
interview data. After each round of interviews, data were analyzed for both direct 
interpretations resulting from analysis of individual participants and categorical 
aggregation resulting from analysis of each participant as well as the group of 
participants as a whole. Direct interpretation for individual participants was 
primarily the result of the review of notes and interview audio recordings while 
categorical aggregation of the group resulted primarily from inquiry into notable 
code co-occurrence among all participants. Question phrasing in interview 
protocols was consistent with recommendations in Le Baron Payne (1951). Every 






an encrypted, password protected hard drive and all interview participants were 
assigned numerical codes and pseudonyms to protect their identities. 
Class Observations and 
Document Collection 
In addition to interview participants, seven students in the introductory 
music course volunteered for participation in class observations only, allowing for 
use of their data during class observation sessions. This made for a total of 16 
students being observed during class observations. No student responses to 
tests, quizzes, or assignments outside of class observations were collected. 
However, every blank assignment, test, and quiz generated by the instructor was 
collected for use as documents in order to contextualize interview and class 
observation data. The class syllabus, slides from class sessions, descriptions 
from the university course catalog, and the textbook used in the class were also 
collected and referenced. Since the instructor of the introductory music course 
also co-authored the primary textbook for the class, narratives and ideas 
presented in that text were considered as instructor influences on students. 
Five class observations were conducted throughout the semester, one in 
the 2nd week of classes, one in the 4th week of classes, one in the 6th week of 
classes, one in the 10th week of classes, and one in the 15th and final week of 
classes. Observation notes were taken focusing on interactions among students 
and the instructor in class sessions. Since class sessions were conducted over 







During each interview, notes were taken as the interview occurred, and an 
additional summary was written immediately following the conclusion of the 
interview in keeping with Stake’s (1995) recommendations (p. 66). At the 
conclusion of each round of interviews, recorded audio files from the interview 
sessions were coded directly using Atlas.ti software. The software coded 
sections of audio, which allowed for quotations to be referenced in their original 
format, preserving inflection, tone of voice, pauses, and other contextual data 
from interview questions and responses. As coding progressed, memo writing 
was performed in keeping with Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method, 
recording ideas on possible code usage as they became apparent. Initial coding 
was primarily in vivo until categories began to emerge from the data, but during 
the interview process, in vivo coding remained the priority. Such coding was 
designed to reduce bias during the analysis process and preserve the meanings 
that participants suggested in their responses. Additionally, an effort was made to 
preserve codes until after all interviews were completed. Therefore, the majority 
of work combining, renaming, or removing codes was done after the interview 
process and during preliminary analysis. 
After the initial coding of interviews, analysis began with the development 
of summaries of notable statements, observations, and stories for each 
participant. The goal in each summary was to explore the unique qualities of 
each participant’s identity and explore possible progressions of those identities 
over time. The latter concept relates to Research Question 3. Once these 






undertaken. Participant summaries were analyzed for emergent themes, and 
code co-occurrence tables from interview data and introductory surveys were 
analyzed for possible themes or lines of inquiry. Participant responses were then 
analyzed individually using code co-occurrence tables to investigate these 
themes or lines of inquiry further. The resultant themes are those discussed in 
Chapter 3. 
In Chapter 4, assertions are made based on interpretations of the data. 
Stake (1995) describes the process of interpretation in case study research as a 
process of constantly maintaining “vigorous interpretation” to generate well-
reasoned assertions from the data (p. 9). Fetterman (2020) describes a 
“crystallization” of ideas based on “a convergence of similarities that 
spontaneously strike the ethnographer as relevant or important to the study” (p. 
117). These were the primary viewpoints that guided the interpretations of the 
data represented here. Such interpretations were not regarded as being the best 
or the only viewpoints on the data, and it should be noted that any assertions 
made represent the researcher’s best attempt to create an unbiased 
interpretation that accurately reflects the views of participants. Nonetheless, 
these assertions are undoubtedly influenced by the interpretive framework and 
experience of the researcher. 
Validity 
Creswell and Poth (2018) assert that rather than identifying specific 
methods or criteria for generating assessments of validity and quality, 
ethnographers prefer to emphasize prolonged fieldwork which generates “thick, 






276). Stake (1995) identifies triangulation of multiple sources as the primary 
means of validation in qualitative research. Fetterman (2020) similarly refers to 
triangulation as being central to validity in ethnographic research. As such, 
triangulation and thick description were prioritized in the research presented 
here. 
Throughout the research, class observations and various documents were 
collected to triangulate interview responses where necessary. Additionally, in 
many cases, several interview participants were asked about subjects of interest 
in an effort to triangulate responses between participants. However, while such 
methods were used where needed to establish basic facts or inform context 
surrounding participant perceptions, perception remained the focus of the 
research. As such, factual documents were not necessarily regarded as 
superseding participant responses since participant perception was the focus. In 
order to provide context for the reader, marked or relevant discrepancies 
between participant perception and factual data taken from documents or class 











RESULTS: EMERGENT THEMES 
Vignette: “Up in the Air” 
As a part of introductory surveys in their second and third interviews, 
participants were asked a series of standard questions regarding any recent 
changes in how they identified themselves. Responses were typically short 
answers reflecting little or no change. However, in response to the question 
regarding race and ethnicity in her second interview, Sophia described the 
experience of taking a genetic test to determine her family lineage. The results 
had been surprising. Sophia had grown up believing that she had descended 
from Brazilian paternal grandparents. Having a father who expressed limited 
interest in the family’s lineage, she was never told otherwise. Yet, the test 
revealed that her lineage was actually primarily Portuguese. 
She described being “very disappointed” and said the situation sat with 
her for several days after she received the news. She continued: 
 I don’t know, just to be thinking and identifying yourself for 20 years as 
you know this certain ethnicity, and you think you’re really unique because 
of it. You know, I’ve never really met anyone else from Brazil… and then 
to figure out all of a sudden one day that that’s not what you are at all, and 
that’s not how you should be identifying yourself is just a total… [sighs and 






For Sophia, this change in her identity was substantial; it was a change in who 
she was. As a descendant of Brazilians, she was “unique.” Now she would have 
to find new ways to identify herself and find new associations with her identity. 
When asked if she had talked to anyone about the situation, she said: 
I’ve had a couple conversations about it just casually, um with my friends 
mostly. … It doesn’t affect anything on like the day to day I guess, but I 
mean the whole reason I wanted to know who I was is because I wanted 
to be enriched in that culture, and I wanted to start picking up you know 
new traditions or I wanted to feel some sort of cultural value, um in belief, 
in faith, and… so I don’t know. It’s just… it’s all just kind of up in the air 
[laughs]. 
In the past, Sophia had described attempts to explore her Brazilian heritage in 
terms of music and dance, but when she received the results of her genetic test, 
the context for all of that information shifted. 
Undoubtedly, Sophia would have been working with two interrelated ideas, 
the idea that Brazilian traditions had not changed and the idea that her identity in 
relation to them was in a state of uncertainty. What was her connection to the 
music, dance, and cultural traditions of Brazil now? How would this change affect 
her experience with friends and family in the United States and abroad? When 
asked if lineage and heritage affect musical communities, Sophia said that it 
does matter where one comes from, but that one can still listen to the same 
music as others, regardless of one’s racial or ethnic identity. She expressed a 






interaction as difficult due to the challenging nature of social contact during the 
global pandemic. 
Her friends and family undoubtedly affected her thinking on this matter, 
but did her introductory music course or her instructor have any effect? Her 
introductory music course related many styles of music to North American 
context and experience, and Sophia had learned about musical elements such 
as timbre, texture, and instrumentation as well as various types of cultural 
influences on music. Additionally, the class textbook did make some limited 
references to Brazilian artists including João Gilberto and certainly addressed 
many musical traditions from Europe which could relate to Portuguese music. 
The course also contained a unit on music and identities, which involved the 
study of numerous musical figures who held identities both as members of 
musical communities in the United States and as members of other communities 
around the world. Did that information affect Sophia’s thinking on her own identity 
in this unique situation? Would she, as the course syllabus suggested, apply the 
listening skills she learned “to many other types of music to be experienced 
inside and outside the classroom?” Did her instructor’s identity as Korean 
American affect Sophia’s concept of identity as Brazilian, Portuguese, and 
American? 
In her final interview, Sophia mentioned gaining some sense of context for 
music from her introductory music class. When asked if that context might inform 
the way she thinks about her own cultural heritage, Sophia at first said, “Yea, 






Sophia:  I wanted to figure out or feel more connected to… I don’t 
know, my… my past or my heritage or my ancestors or 
whatever. So, I was hoping I could do it through music and 
that I could be introduced to some extent like… I don’t know, 
where I came from, but that’s more just history and research 
I need to do on my own. 
Nicholas:  Do you think… do you think that the class has affected… 
how you might do things like you know research into… your 
own family history or music in history in general? Has it 
affected how you might go about those things or your 
methods or anything like that or not so much? 
Sophia:  I mean, not really. I don’t think it has really changed that. I 
mean, I think I’m definitely going to like maybe pay attention 
to certain things or I’ll notice certain things that maybe I 
wouldn’t have before, but… not really. 
For Sophia, the things she had learned in class had very general applicability to 
this particular situation which was so important to her use of music in identities 
(MII). She might “notice certain things” in the music because of the class, but skill 
acquisition from her introductory music course seemed to her to have limited 
applicability. 
Perhaps Sophia’s response is best seen in the context of the finding of 
McPherson et al. (2012) that learning tasks and experiences will not necessarily 






see the skills they learn as applicable to their own “individual biological, social, 
and psychological experiences and competencies, for communicative, 
expressive, and affective purposes” (p. 208). In other words, the relevance of 
acquired skills may not be apparent to students, and in terms of identity, that may 
mean that students do not see skills learned in class as relating to their personal 
experiences. This was certainly the case for students in Kelly-McHale’s 2013 
case study of elementary music students, and it may have been the case for 
Sophia in this unique situation as well. 
Sophia expressed appreciation for the general context which her 
introductory music course provided, but she reported a limited effect of the class 
on her personal search for answers regarding her own heritage, an element of 
her MII that was clearly important to her. Why did the class and Sophia’s 
instructor not have a greater effect? Perhaps her priorities with her desired 
musical research into her cultural heritage did not align with the functions of the 
analysis strategies that she learned in her introductory music course. That is to 
say, perhaps she was not taught the techniques that she needed to achieve what 
she wanted in this instance. This could certainly be understandable given the 
highly personal nature of the situation. It is also possible that the techniques were 
applicable to this situation, but she did not view them as relevant. Sophia 
described the important skills that she had gained from her introductory music 
course as relating to new vocabulary and terminology, identification of 
instrumentation, and understanding of texture and timbre. She thought that she 






course. Yet, Sophia saw these skills as having only very general applicability to 
her own life experience in this situation. 
Sophia’s story is significant to the investigation presented here for two 
primary reasons. First, Sophia’s story demonstrates the possibility for 
unexpected and surprising developments in student musical identities over the 
course of a semester. Second, Sophia’s story raises many questions regarding 
the possible effects of an introductory music course on those identities. This 
chapter will explore many of those questions using participant responses 
regarding the context of stories and experiences like Sophia’s and the complex 
interaction between instructor and student identities which resulted in reports of 
marked changes for some participants and less pronounced changes for others. 
Instructor Intent and Identity 
In her first interview, the instructor of the introductory music course being 
studied, who will here be referred to as Dr. Jones, read the purpose statement 
from the class syllabus and included some of her own thoughts: 
“Students will complete this course with an ability to approach and 
appreciate music by means of active listening practice,” which means I 
don't really require them to read music; just by listening. And then, 
“Students will learn to recognize key elements of music through classical, 
jazz, popular, and traditional repertoires of America's music…” Right, so 
the boundary is America’s music, what we have, which has everything 
almost. And then, “in association with the underlying ideas and identities, 
and apply these listening skills to many other types of music to be 






course are to provide a springboard to lifelong interest in music for serious 
minded non-music majors and to encourage them to become strong 
supporters for performing arts through their lives.” 
When asked about her perception of identities with regard to class content and 
curriculum, Dr. Jones expressed her belief that “identity continuously changes.” 
She described her own various identities and how they had changed over time, 
and she mentioned associating with music partly because she cared about 
populations or groups of people. The underlying message in her description of 
the class was one of empathy and her assessments of importance were based 
primarily on concepts of community and society. 
 It was clear from Dr. Jones’s descriptions of her intentions for the class in 
her first interview that she felt strongly that her class was good for people and 
good for the musical community. She certainly described professional interests 
with regard to her career, the textbook she co-authored, and her aspirations as 
an instructor, but she also described a desire to share music in ways that were 
based on her own ethics and morals. She expressed a desire to advocate for 
marginalized and underrepresented communities, to encourage her students to 
contribute to their musical communities as concertgoers or participants and to 
contribute positively to views of Korean Americans by demonstrating positive 
characteristics as a Korean American herself. 
In general, her views on music seemed to be largely Kantian. She seemed 
to believe in the universality of music in terms of value. This suggests, as Kant 






be shared since assessing beauty is an a priori judgment (Kant, 1790/1953, p. 
146). She said that music is a “universal language” and that “even if you don’t 
understand the language or the sound was unfamiliar, eventually you get 
something out of it.” In a similarly Kantian view, she described certain moral 
imperatives associated with sharing music in ways that benefit one’s community 
or those of others. In general, she felt that it was important to give students 
greater context in their musical understanding, to increase their understanding of 
their own culture and those of others, and to encourage them to participate in 
their musical communities in ways that benefitted themselves and others as well. 
Participant Backgrounds 
Of the nine students who participated in interviews, six were elementary 
education majors, one was a mathematics major, one was a business 
administration major, and one was pre-nursing. These data are represented in 
Figure 1. At the start of the interview process, their average age was 19.78 and 
their median age was 18. Five of the students were in their 1st year of university, 
two were in their 3rd year, and two were in their 4th year. All interview participants 
were asked to voluntarily report their racial and ethnic identity at the beginning of 
the 1st interview and asked if there had been any changes to that identity at the 
beginning of each subsequent interview. Six of the students reported that they 
identified as White and no other race or ethnicity, one identified as White and 
Italian, one identified as White and Brazilian, and one identified as Mexican. 
These data are represented in Figure 2. Interview participants were also asked to 
report their gender identity at the beginning of the 1st interview and asked if that 






participants identified as female throughout the interview process. The instructor 
participant, Dr. Jones, identified as female and Korean American. She was a 
mid-career instructor with more than 10 years of experience at the time that this 
research took place. 
Figure 1 
Student Participant Self-Identified Majors 
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Music in Identities 
Family Identity 
Many of the student participants placed great importance on family 
influence and family identity. During code co-occurrence analysis, the strongest 
co-occurrence with the “family influence” code was with “personal importance,” 
excepting co-occurrence with “familial importance” which was determined to 
occur due to similar meaning. All nine interview participants had at least one 
interview in which these two codes co-occurred. The “family influence” code also 
occurred frequently with codes such as “shares music with others,” “social 
listener,” and “changing identity.” That last co-occurrence appears to have been 






related primarily to participants believing that they were becoming less like their 
families. 
Many participants expressed a sense that their interests in music had 
diverged from their families’ interests, and some felt that they had become more 
eclectic or more well versed in music than their families. Sophia felt that she had 
“branched out” more than her sister and perhaps been exposed to more music 
than her mother. Emma described learning more about various types of music as 
she learned to perform music and diversified her interests. Yet, several 
participants still described a special connection to the music which their families 
felt was important. Harper, for example, felt that much of her family’s music 
reminded her of home. Several participants described early exposure to new 
music because of their families, and many continued to consider that music 
important, even if they listened to other music more frequently in the present day. 
One notable exception to the trend participants described of becoming less 
interested in the music which their families listened to was Mia, who reported 
becoming more interested in the music her father enjoyed because she began to 
realize “how cool it actually was” as she grew older. 
Charlotte also described a strong sense of family identity with regard to 
music, and she retained that throughout her life. She reported discovering her 
favorite style of music, country music, from her family. She loved country music, 
and her introduction to the music happened at the beginning of her high school 






I think it was like the beginning of high school, and my dad would just like 
play it around the house. Because we like always have music on in our 
house. So, he would play it around the house, and I started being like, “Oh 
I like this kind of song,” and then he would show me others, and I was like 
“Wow, like I really like all of these songs!” And he was like, “Yea, they’re 
all like country” and what not. And then, my brothers came home from 
college, and they were like playing different songs; like, also country 
songs. And I was like, “Oh my gosh, I just love like every country song.” 
So, my dad like introduced me to a couple more, and like he would put the 
country like radio station on and I just loved like every song. And it’s 
never… like I’ve never for the past 4 years, I’ve like only had country on, 
and I’ve never gotten tired of it. And I feel like the songs have like a 
meaning or a purpose behind them, and they’re not just like random 
music. 
Charlotte subsequently developed emotional connections with country music as it 
helped her to cope with ankle surgery and heart surgery which prevented her 
from doing much of the gymnastics she loved. Her concept of musical identities 
would become defined partly by this experience of gaining exposure to music 
from family members, then adopting the music as her own. When asked in her 
second interview about style choices and what sort of people might listen to 
different types of music, Charlotte said: 
I think it’s like based on how you grow up, because… like I said like I didn’t 






ever would have like, and especially since none of my friends listen to it, 
I’m not sure if I ever would have gotten it from my friends. 
In general, her concept of musical identities seemed to be informed by her 
personal experience with music. She was exposed to country music, and it 
gained importance to her as she developed as a musical person. After that initial 
exposure, she said, “you kind of get attached like the more you hear it.” She gave 
an example of her 6-year-old cousin listening to country music and wearing 
country and western styles because she grew up on a farm. Charlotte saw this as 
her cousin exemplifying a family connection to the music and the lifestyle 
represented by country music. 
The use of MII for most if not all people, in Charlotte’s mind, was defined 
primarily by family influence, and in her experience, her family had a continued 
effect on her musical identities. Throughout the interview process, Charlotte 
described differing tastes among many of her friends and some family members. 
At the conclusion of the third interview, she was asked if it ever felt like family or 
friends were trying to expose her to new types of music outside of the country 
genre. She responded with a comparison to her family: 
Not really, I mean I have like so many country songs, and I think because 
I’m constantly adding new ones off of TikTok or off the radio or off of what 
friends have told me, it’s never like I have the same 20 songs of country 
on repeat. I have so many going, and like I’m constantly showing my 
parents new songs that they like, whereas my mom, when she listens to 






the first song like every morning and then, we’ll only hear like the same 
five songs before she turns it off. 
In this response, one can see an expression of family values regarding music. 
Charlotte’s sense of what constitutes a diverse taste in music and whether or not 
a diverse taste is a desirable characteristic for a listener seems to have been 
decided primarily as a part of her family identity. Her father, she said, shared her 
enjoyment of listening to one song several times, and she expressed the belief 
that her listening habits were more eclectic than her sister’s. Charlotte said that 
her sister would frequently refuse to listen to new songs that others might play for 
her, but Charlotte would always listen to songs her parents played for her. In all 
of these opinions, Charlotte compared her values to those of her family. 
Charlotte frequently contextualized her musical identities within this 
familial system of ethics. Friends commonly introduced her to new music in 
various styles such as rap or pop, a phenomenon which she described 
throughout the interview process, but Charlotte remained primarily interested in 
country music. Based on the statements above, perhaps this static interest 
related partly to her family. Since members of her immediate family often listened 
primarily to one or two genres of music, it seemed to be more reasonable for 
Charlotte to do the same. Additionally, she expressed the sentiments that 
perhaps her listening habits were more eclectic than her mother’s, and perhaps 
she was a more open-minded listener than her sister. In the context of her family, 






new music, she contextualized it within her family’s concept of listening practices 
and appreciation. 
Just as Charlotte would learn about country music from her father, then 
personalize that music with artists and songs she enjoyed, other students 
contextualized their own musical identities and listening habits in part because of 
family influence as well. Though some would diverge from their family’s identity 
more than Charlotte did, they nonetheless recognized that they were asserting 
an identity in relation to their family, sometimes building on their family identity 
and sometimes challenging it. Throughout the analysis process, many 
participants in the study expressed similar ideas about contextualizing music 
because of family influences or a sense of family identity. Many such ideas will 
be discussed below. 
Identity in Friend Groups 
Similar to family influences, student participants generally expressed a 
sense of great importance for the influence of their friends, roommates, and 
significant others. In contrast to family identities, however, identities in friend 
groups were commonly associated with exposure to new music. Sophia said that 
she and her friends were “constantly sharing new content with each other” in a 
“whirlpool” of new genres and styles. Harper described similar interactions in 
terms of her friends “opening her ears” to different types of music. Even with 
regard to musical styles which Harper disliked, getting to know people expanded 
her taste as she learned more about them and their musical preferences. Emma 
reported playing music in her room and hearing a knock on her dorm room door 






that situation in which Emma was the performer, many would tell her, “Oh wow, 
you know you should really look at this artist. I feel like you could really do this 
song justice.” Isabella described sharing music with her roommate, “talking for a 
couple hours about different songs” that they both enjoyed, and “playing each 
other random songs” from their playlists. 
Mia seemed to relate most interview questions to some sort of social 
situation and frequently reported listening to music with friends and assigning 
high importance to such experiences. When asked in her second interview if she 
thought of music as a more social or personal endeavor, she said: 
I think… it’s actually for me I think it’s more of a social endeavor because 
while I like do relate to music, I think it’s a really good way of creating a 
connection with somebody if you’ve listened to a song and you really liked 
it, and then they like a song, it’s a really good way of just kind of like 
breaking the ice, which is always so hard to do. And you can find a 
commonality which is music, which is pretty cool. Um and obviously like 
music leads to other things. Like, you can go to concerts and like, that 
obviously leads to like hanging out with people and getting to know 
somebody. So, I think that’s a really good way to like open the door. 
 Musical experience and musical identities for Mia were a source of social 
interaction and mutual understanding. In that sense, one primary purpose of 
music for Mia was to relate to others and to build community. Such communities 
were sometimes exclusionary, however. As much as she enjoyed the qualities of 






be pretty judgmental with what you listen to,” so “you kind of have to put yourself 
out there when you’re showing new music.” In response to this statement, the 
following exchange occurred: 
Nicholas: Have you had experiences like that in the past? If you don’t 
mind talking about it, have you had any experiences where 
you feel like you’ve just gotten shut down because of music? 
Mia: Oh yea. Yea. I’ll turn on a song um when I have like the aux 
in the car, and… they’ll be like, “What is this? Like, this is like 
not good.” You know, and it obviously like, part of you is like, 
“Oh, like I really like this song. I’m really sorry. Like, I did not 
know everybody in this car did not.” So, it kind of makes you 
feel like kind of weary of showing new stuff, because you’re 
like, “Oh, will they like it? Will they not? Will they…” You 
know, it’s kind of a mix. 
Mia also observed the bounded nature of her musical communities in others. She 
described a car ride with friends from her university in which everyone sang 
along to familiar music that they all knew despite being from different places. 
When asked if there was anyone in the car who did not know the music, Mia 
described one girl in the car who seemed “a little lost.” As the group was singing 
along to the music, they wondered if “she didn’t know the song, she didn’t like the 
song or like… we didn’t really know, but she kind of went along with it [laughs].” 
When asked if she had talked to that girl since the experience, Mia said she had 






people, or discover common interests. However, in some situations, she also 
acknowledged that the use of MII could make one “weary of showing new stuff” 
as she sometimes felt or “a little lost” like the girl in the car. 
Such use of music in communities seemed to rely on the idea that similar 
people tend to listen to similar types of music. Mia expressed the idea that music 
was perhaps an expression of the listener’s personality, and she identified 
several factors involved in the use of MII. Principally, she felt that in her 
experience in university over the prior months, “it was just different to see how 
like different people grew up, and I could see that shaping social groups just 
because the way you kind of grow up does shape how you kind of view the 
world.” Having lived in both urban and rural areas and having family in both types 
of communities, she identified a certain divide between listeners in each. When 
asked to describe her personal experience with her perceived differences 
between urban and rural communities, she responded carefully: 
Yea, well when you just think about like history in general, the city is 
always kind of generally more… progressive and more um open to new 
ideas and change, so a lot of times maybe there’s more like popular music 
or different popular styles or more fam–…like more in that area generally. 
And then in rural communities, it’s more known like… they kind of like… 
don’t really have that much exposure to that much change if that makes 
sense, so they’re more going to stick to maybe what they know. 
Obviously, that could be complete stereotypes of um urban versus rural, 






Mia acknowledged being aware of exceptions to these ideas among her own 
family, but the associations with community and lifestyle were nonetheless 
prevalent to her associations between music, upbringing, lifestyle, and 
community. As will be addressed in the Associations with the Past section of this 
chapter, Mia believed that some of the most impactful ideas on MII among her 
friend groups and those of others tended to relate to common experience, age, 
and generation. To Mia, shared experience was perhaps the primary influence on 
her formation of MII. 
Mia’s social groups appeared highly resistant to the lack of in-person 
social interaction characteristic of the global pandemic happening at the time. 
Mia expressed a sense of importance in listening to music in the car with friends 
even if they could not be at concerts together. She also described creative 
solutions for social interaction including online playlist sharing and even group 
listening online through video conferencing. When asked in her third interview if 
she had any recent musical experiences which were important to her, Mia 
described talking about the new Taylor Swift album with her friends. They “were 
texting and saying that we were going to listen over a Zoom call and stuff like 
that. So, I would say that kind of was a moment that stood out, which was 
yesterday.” Her response suggests that the importance that Mia placed on 
shared experiences in music was not just her own. Her friend groups also valued 
shared experience enough to find creative but ultimately inconvenient methods of 
sharing musical experiences together. This suggests that for some students like 






for themselves and others in their groups. For these students, participation in 
social groups was defined partly by shared musical identities. At the very least, 
such use of MII was one method of fostering friendships and creating or 
reinforcing social associations. 
Mia exemplified an important characteristic for all of the interview 
participants. All of the participants had a sense of using music to create, sustain, 
or alter social connections with friends, roommates, and significant others. Their 
use of music in these ways was not typically informed by academic analysis or 
terminology, but it was nonetheless highly complex. Additionally, Mia was not 
alone in suggesting that her social groups were developing. Several participants 
in the study were living in dormitories on campus and described efforts to 
connect with new friends and social groups using music. In general, the students’ 
use of music in their various social identities was both highly complex and highly 
adaptable, and it was changing at a particularly rapid rate during this tumultuous 
time in their lives.  
Identity and Age 
Student participants also had established beliefs regarding music as it 
related to their identity as being a certain age. They often expressed ideas about 
music as being relatable for people of the right age. While working with a music 
therapy program, Emma learned popular songs from different eras and said, “I 
knew that if I sang that in front of someone who grew up in that time period, they 
would know what I’m talking about.” This idea that music could be used to inform 
or reinforce one’s identity as being of a certain age or in a certain generation was 






Isabella maintained the belief that attendees at opera and ballet 
performances would likely be older than her generation except for those younger 
people who participated in performing those styles of music: 
When I picture people listening to like opera music or like going to a ballet 
and stuff, unless you are like a performer or something, I think that that’s 
more of like… older people… like forties, fifties and up, you know? Not as 
much just like younger people unless you really do have that kind of 
interest; you’re a performer and all that kind of stuff. 
In contrast, she believed that her generation (presumably individuals in their late 
teens through 30s) would listen primarily to popular music in pop and other Top 
40 genres. This music, she said, often came from TikTok, which had affected the 
music of her generation greatly. She observed that TikTok tended to feature 
music which “you can easily sing along to” and “usually has like a strong beat 
because people dance to a lot of different songs.” She went on to say that the 
music was all relatively simple but could be high or low quality. 
Amelia had similarly developed some ideas about music and age identity 
from her experiences on TikTok. She reported listening to more music associated 
with her generation as the semester progressed. When asked how that change in 
her use of music in her identities happened, she responded, “TikTok, probably. I 
was just noticing the songs on TikTok...” She described a difference between the 
music of her generation and the music of older generations, particularly the “baby 
boomer” generation. This difference, she believed, was primarily concerned with 






started associating more with the music of her generation through TikTok, 
although her description does not suggest a conscious choice. Despite 
previously listening to music which she would associate with older generations, 
as the semester progressed, she just “wasn’t feeling it.” 
Mia described such generational differences with regard to her instructor 
as well. She believed that while her instructor may have had a more educated or 
informed view of music in general, Mia was “more familiar with like what’s going 
on just because of like again, TikTok is pretty relevant and just kind of like what is 
new and in style if that makes sense.” Mia’s response exemplifies a general 
belief among student participants that they were more knowledgeable than their 
instructor in the areas of relevance, current music, or younger generational 
identities. Student participants believed that they had a certain knowledge of their 
music which their instructor was perhaps unable to obtain by nature of her own 
life experience and her own musical identities. 
Such responses demonstrate the students’ ideas on music and age in two 
primary areas. First, identifying with a certain generation or age group meant that 
one understands certain music in a special or unique way. In some cases, as 
Isabella expressed, it may also mean that one may be of the wrong age to relate 
to some music. Second, age affected how one might consume music. Young 
people tended to use platforms such as TikTok which the students perceived as 
being inaccessible or uncommonly used among older generations. The social 
nature of such platforms meant that these two areas affected one another as 






or Soundcloud, which were mentioned less frequently), users listened differently 
than older generations and shared different music with which they might then 
identify. In that sense, platforms such as TikTok could inform both MII and IIM 
with regard to age or generation. 
These ideas may be taken in context of Tarrant et al. (2002). In that work, 
the authors refer to two distinct types of youth identity with regard to music. One 
focused on the identity “status” of the individual while the other “emphasizes the 
contribution of the social (peer) group in structuring musical behavior” (p. 134). 
The authors suggest that children develop musical identities largely within the 
context of adult-supervised groups but eventually decrease their identification 
with school as they transition into adolescence. With regard to stylistic choices, 
that seems to be what student participants in this study experienced. They were 
identifying increasingly with music that they associated with their generation. 
Such generational groups excluded their instructor, however. That exclusion 
seemed to be based primarily on age, as Mia’s response indicates, but various 
other elements of student views on instructor identity may also have affected 
such ideas. Many of these will be addressed later in this chapter. 
Amelia also addressed certain areas where she trusted her instructor 
more than people in her generation. One particular TikTok expressed the belief 
that creators in many artistic endeavors tended to be over thirty years old: 
The person was just kind of going off of like any sort of creator. They’re 
like… they’re like, “yea, young people can have like really great ideas or 






good happen or really lucky happen, but most times the i– the industry or 
the media tend to favor older groups of people and there’s like a line, I 
guess. So like, there can be prodigies like Mozart and Beethoven were 
prodigies, but typically it’s older people that get recognized more for music 
and things. 
When asked if she had learned anything on this subject from her introductory 
music course, Amelia said that the class had confirmed this belief. However, if 
the two hadn’t presented consistent views on the subject, Amelia said she would 
have trusted her class more. This trust seemed to be based on her instructor’s 
age as well as the authority or trustworthiness of her instructor as representative 
of an institution or academic community. The TikTok, she said, was “one person, 
who could just be like, you know, talking,” whereas her introductory music course 
was “a certified class with a person who’s also older teaching.” 
Amelia’s response here indicates an interaction between age and identity 
concepts. Why would she trust her instructor to provide more accurate 
information on the typical age of creators in music more than the TikTok? 
Perhaps in this specific situation, it was the nature of the information in question 
that caused her to place more trust in her instructor and institution. Had the 
question been about age and taste or preference, for example, perhaps she 
would have been more likely to side with the TikTok creator. It is also possible 
that Amelia’s relationship with her instructor was sufficiently trusting to warrant 
this sort of response or that her concept of the TikTok creator lacked trust. It is 






Amelia’s situation suggests various questions regarding instruction and 
curriculum in introductory music courses. Are there types of information that 
students might be more willing to trust instructors on than other sources? Does 
that trust rely partly on instructor age? Amelia’s response above suggests that 
students may be more likely to accept instructor input on some topics than 
others, and these assessments may well be based at least partly on their 
instructor’s age. 
Associations with the Past 
Many of the concepts of identities associated with age or generation that 
participants described were related to past experience, and many of these past 
experiences also informed identities associated with friend and family groups. 
Such experiences warranted a section of their own here because of the unique 
nature of their development. These identities often involved comparatively fixed 
perceptions of identities that may not have been maintained or altered recently 
but were nonetheless highly important to students. Olivia reported being 
introduced to 80s music by her parents. She said of the music, “my sisters and I 
and like a couple of my best friends like we think back to our childhood because 
our parents would be listening to 80s music, and then so whenever I hear it like, 
it kind of just reminds me of like those fun times as a kid and like being around 
my parents.” In that statement, Olivia identifies two associations with the music, 
the experience of “fun times as a kid” and the social interactions of “being around 
[her] parents” then reminiscing about the music with her sisters and best friends. 






among student responses in this group of interview participants: associations 
with experience and associations with social identities. 
When asked about Dr. Jones’s use of MII, Mia responded in the context of 
generational differences and shared experiences. She believed that perhaps her 
instructor would listen to music similarly to others in Dr. Jones’s generation such 
as Mia’s father. However, she noted that Dr. Jones may have different views as a 
result of her education and her scholarly view of music. When asked if a certain 
generation of people would tend to listen to particular types of music, Mia 
responded: 
I think yea. I would say so. I would think um, because again it kind of goes 
back to like, my generation, when we would listen in 2010 or to the 2012s, 
we all had that connection to that music. Like, we just remember, “Oh that 
was such a fun time.” Like, we were in middle school, or like something 
was going on in our lives. And then when they like listen to like you know, 
whatever genre, 60s through the 80s; I’m just kind of generalizing it, but 
through that they’re like, “Oh, that was so fun.” Like, “I was a teenager, or I 
was in college or,” you know, “or I was starting my career.” Something, 
you know, kind of monumental that they can kind of like look back on. 
In Mia’s highly social view of music, shared experiences from the past could be 
impactful for MII even years in the future. In the context of Tarrant et al. (2002) 
and social identity theory, perhaps these statements about an association with a 
particular type of music might be thought of as a certain “badge of identification” 






have a more valid or legitimate claim to a certain type of music because of their 
association with social groups or life experiences related to that music. They may 
make statements about "monumental" experiences to verify to themselves or 
others that they have a certain claim to the music and its associated social 
identity. 
Ava described similar associations between music and important life 
experiences. She frequently recounted vivid memories of past musical 
experiences and seemed to place a high value on the connection that music 
gave her to the past. She described herself as “nostalgic” and recounted various 
details of experiences associated with many artists or pieces of music. Brittany 
Spears’s song “Baby One More Time” reminded her of listening to the song on a 
boombox on a sunny, beautiful day while eating popsicles with her brother and 
neighbors. Fleetwood Mac and Billy Joel’s song “I’m Moving Out” reminded her 
of the process of moving away from home and into university. A Hulu commercial 
featuring “Auld Lang Syne” reminded her of the holiday season and watching Sex 
and the City on television with her family. 
For Ava in these cases, music was connected to fixed or imagined views 
of past experiences and past social groups. “Baby One More Time” could be 
connected with her memory of her brother and neighbors. Since that day, her 
relationship with her brother or neighbors may have changed substantially, but 
she could still experience a musical connection with who they were. Hudak 
(1999) addressed this idea with the statement that, “through its elaboration, 






imaginative possibilities as a representation.” Hudak suggests that this 
elaboration contrasts with enunciation, the way in which music, “announces its 
present sound.” (p. 451) These two elements, he says, interact within a complex 
framework of past, present, and future realities. For Ava, these past realities 
would frequently interact with present realities within her social interactions. In 
her third interview, she mentioned contacting friends and family regarding these 
memories. She said that “certain songs… song examples might have come up in 
class that remind me of a funny memory with an old friend and so I’ll like take a 
picture of the song and be like, “hey remember this song? I’m studying it in 
class!” In that sense, she used nostalgia and memories of musical experiences to 
reaffirm or solidify her identity as a part of social groups. 
However, throughout the interview process, Ava described a divergence 
from family and friends in terms of her musical identities. By the end of the 
interview process, when asked if her interests in music had become more or less 
like her family’s interests or remained the same, Ava responded: 
Always continuingly getting less, yea [laughs]. As I become more 
educated, I see… and I would consider the same thing with my friends 
too, I see a difference in the way they listen to music versus the way I 
listen to music where they’re listening and it just, you know gives them the 
good feels where I can listen to it and actually be like thinking about what 
I’m hearing. 
For Ava, her sense of musical nostalgia was perhaps the most social element of 






that stability even enabled the significant effect her introductory music course 
had on her own sense of musical identities. That is to say that it may be possible 
that Ava felt secure enough in her past associations with friends and family to 
feel comfortable developing her present use of MII differently from them. For Ava, 
such divergence from one group was experienced at the same time as she 
experienced a convergence with the identities of her instructor and perhaps other 
educators, as will be addressed below. 
The responses above suggest that students may construct identities in 
ways that are not entirely reliant on a linear progression through time. As was 
addressed in the Identity and Friend Groups section of this chapter, many uses 
of music in social identities for these students functioned within a context of 
constant exposure to new music and a general sharing of music in the present. 
Yet, as the responses above indicate, some identities were formed based on 
events and social interactions from the distant past. Such elements of identity 
could be regarded as being more fixed than other elements of identities since 
their importance seemed to be defined primarily by the recollection of past 
relationships, enjoyment, emotion, or sensation. Additionally, such fixed portions 
of identity concepts were often shared with social groups not only when they 
happened but also later on in the recollecting of the experience, as in Ava’s 
sending of pictures to friends and family about music which they had shared in 
the past. This sharing of musical identities aligns with the assertion of Tarrant et 
al. (2002) that “young people’s musical behaviour is guided not only by the 






case, some of her identity concepts may have been displaced in time. That is to 
say that she may have been behaving a certain way because of individual and 
group identity needs from the past, but she was nonetheless maintaining 
identities with social groups from her youth. 
Associations with Genre and 
Style 
Interview participants often referred to music in terms of genre and style, 
so it is perhaps unsurprising that they also tended to associate certain genres 
with certain social groups. A common theme was that participants often 
perceived themselves as being eclectic with regard to genre and style, though 
definitions of such an identity varied widely. Participants such as Mia and Emma 
primarily suggested that they were eclectic because they regularly listened to 
music in a wide variety of genres and styles, but other participants expressed the 
idea that they were eclectic partly because of the specific styles which they 
chose to listen to. Charlotte’s views on this subject were addressed in the Family 
Identity section of this chapter, which suggested that she believed that she was 
eclectic in the context of her family experience and within the genre of country 
music. Throughout the interview process, Olivia suggested that she thought of 
herself as “open” to various styles of music, a label apparently given to her by her 
instructor. She felt that her musical identities overall would perhaps stay fairly 
constant in the future because she was an eclectic musician and listener already. 
This sense of identity seemed to be informed by a preference for music which 
she referred to as “fluid.” By that, she seemed to mean that the music she 






social identities. She believed that perhaps in contrast to styles such as rap, hip 
hop, country, Hawaiian music, or Native American music, her preferences for 
classical styles and music from the 1980s, 1970s, and early 1990s were not 
accompanied by insular identity concepts. She enjoyed those types of music, but 
she felt that her association with them did not lead to exclusionary concepts of 
community or closed-minded listening habits. 
The most notable exception to the students’ beliefs that they were eclectic 
and open-minded with regard to genre and style was modern classical or concert 
music. Several students expressed negative feelings toward such styles, 
especially with regard to serialism and avant-garde music. Harper noted that “Der 
Kranke Monde” from Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, Op. 21 was “a little 
too weird sounding” for her. Emma thought it was “interesting,” but she disliked 
serialism and described it as “random” and “the one thing (in the introductory 
music course) that was notably far from [her] comfort zone.” Yet, Emma still 
attempted to contextualize the music through emotional means. She said, “even 
serialism, which is not something I’m totally about; it evokes that unsettled feeling 
in me which means it’s doing something that it’s supposed to be doing.” Even if 
she disliked the music, Emma felt that such music had value. She believed that 
pieces such as John Cage’s 4’33” were valid forms of expression. Isabella 
differed from Emma in that respect and said of the piece: 
That one was pretty funny to me because I’m like, “What is the point of 
that? Like, that’s not music…” And there’s also like that whole thing about 






It’s like, if you’re sophisticated, you’ll like this ugly-sounding music 
because it’s more like… just a lot more philosophical, and I think that 
that’s kind of annoying like… We like things that sound nice. I don’t think 
there’s anything wrong with that. 
Isabella expressed the belief that atonal music, experimental music, and avant-
garde styles were “really cool and very thought-provoking,” but she thought that 
“a majority of people would want to listen to things that sound pleasant.” For both 
Isabella and Emma, there seemed to be a clear distinction between emotional 
value and academic, conceptual, or philosophical value in music. 
 This general concept of what constituted valuable, legitimate, or relevant 
music led to associations with social identities for several students. Isabella 
reported talking with her roommate about experimental music styles and bonding 
over the experience of comparing them to the experimental films which her 
roommate engaged with as a part of her film classes. For several students, 
emotional importance perceived in opposition to academic and analytical 
priorities in music may have contributed to social separation between them and 
their instructor as well. Harper had expressed a dislike of Schoenberg’s music, 
but when asked about Dr. Jones’s taste, she noted that Dr. Jones “really talked 
about that one and like how… it was different and how… I don’t know, I think that 
she kind of leans towards the quirkier ones.” Harper expressed a belief that her 
instructor valued certain experimentation in music more than Harper did, but she 







Isabella noted a similar difference with her instructor, but her perception of 
that difference had a greater impact on her relationship with Dr. Jones. In her 
second interview, Isabella described her instructor this way: 
She thinks critically… more critically about music and… I don’t, like I just… 
I feel like my tastes change like just based on the song. Like, I could like a 
genre, but I like hate a specific song or I could like hate a genre but then 
like one specific song. 
Especially early in the interview process, Isabella expressed views that her ways 
of thinking about music were fundamentally opposed to Dr. Jones’s views. Dr. 
Jones thought “more critically” about music, which contrasted with Isabella’s 
emotional valuation of music. Emma associated with her instructor somewhat 
more but still perceived a difference in her views with regard to emotional as 
opposed to analytical approaches to music. In her third interview, she described 
the belief that her sense of importance in music was overall similar to her 
instructor but that there were certain differences: 
I’m sure there are differences. She’s definitely better educated in music 
than I am, so she definitely hears things differently. … But I don’t know, I 
think music has an underlying ability to unite people and to create that 
feeling inside someone, so I’m sure she has those kind of connections and 
feelings towards music as well. 
Emma and Isabella addressed two comparisons that seemed to interact 
throughout the interview process. They thought of music using emotional means 






believed that their instructor thought of music using analytical means which did 
not conflict with modern classical music. In general, student responses varied 
with regard to the importance or value of experimental music, but many indicated 
a sense that such music was not relevant to them. Similarly, none suggested that 
their instructor’s analytical or academic views on music were unimportant but 
rather that such views were not relevant to their own identities. These ideas 
ultimately informed the student-instructor relationship for student participants 
throughout the semester and remained one of the primary talking points 
regarding their instructor. 
In contrast to this aversion to serialism and avant-garde styles, several 
students expressed some interest in Steve Reich’s piece It’s Gonna Rain. Five 
different students mentioned the piece nine times over the course of the 
interviews, and several regarded it positively. Sophia described it as “super 
funky” and said she liked it. Ava said she had been singing the piece to herself 
and seemed to regard that experience positively. Charlotte said she had, “never 
heard of that before or even thought of that,” and thought it was “cool how it was 
created.” Some students regarded the piece more negatively but still found value 
in it. Mia and Amelia both described the piece as “creepy.” Mia seemed to think 
of the piece in a more negative light than Amelia and felt it was “terrible,” but she 
also believed that it had “almost transformed music into the hip hop we know” 
which was “interesting and cool.” Mia referred to this connection between hip hop 
and minimalism as though she learned about it from the introductory music 






in the class textbook written by the instructor. This suggests that Dr. Jones and 
her class may have contributed to a somewhat more positive view of minimalism 
in Mia’s mind. Given student views on minimalism and the music of Steve Reich, 
it would seem that students were generally open minded to modern forms of 
classical or concert music and may have formed opinions on them based at least 
in part on the context in which they were presented. For Mia, Dr. Jones’s 
presentation of minimalism as related to hip hop increased the relevance of 
minimalism for her. Dr. Jones, knowingly or not, had created an interaction 
between music that Mia already identified with (hip hop) and new music (It’s 
Gonna Rain). 
This may be another area that is deserving of further investigation. 
Students in this case study expressed views on some modern classical or 
concert music which were much more positive than their views on other music 
from a similar time period, and one participant connected more positive views on 
minimalism to connections made in class to the familiar style of hip hop. Given 
these student views, instructors might consider novel approaches to music in 
experimental styles which may be more conducive to generating such 
connections where they exist. Based on this group of students, instructors should 
recognize that their students may not easily identify the relevance of certain 
experimental styles of music to their own musical identities. However, instructors 
may also consider that how music is presented may have a marked impact on 






Identities in Music 
Participants in the research presented here described many different 
identities in music (IIM) which often did not pertain to the creation or performance 
of music. All participants in the study listened to music regularly, and many 
shared listening experiences with others either in person or remotely through 
internet communication, phone calls, and text messages. Participants also 
described communicating with others regarding their opinions on music. Such 
analysis of music and the subsequent communication with others on the subject 
certainly fits the definition of IIM in Chapter 1. However, since listener IIM and 
many informal roles as musical analyst, aficionado, or critic are addressed in the 
Music in Identities section of this chapter, they will not be addressed at length 
here. 
Performer 
Of the nine students who participated in interviews, eight of them had 
some experience playing an instrument or singing, and six reported having 
participated in music programs at their elementary, middle, or high schools. As 
such, for this group of students, performer identity was one of the most common 
IIMs. The students’ sense of performer identity seemed to be particularly 
resistant to a reduction in importance over time. Students such as Olivia and 
Sophia had not performed in years with some ensembles or groups which they 
identified strongly with. Yet, such identities remained present in their minds as 
demonstrated by the frequency of their appearance in interview responses. 
Sophia felt that her high school musicals brought out her “confidence” and 






violin in festivals, camps, community orchestras, high school groups, and 
university ensembles, and she had strong associations with her performance 
experiences. She enjoyed playing music written by her former ensemble 
directors and stated preferences for music that she associated with her favorite 
teachers and mentors. She said of her grandfather: 
He used to play in [the community] symphony orchestra, and I would go to 
those since I was in 5th grade up until sophomore year, and sophomore 
year I actually started playing in that symphony orchestra with him, and 
that was also at the um community center. So, I miss going there and 
that’s why sometimes I will still pull out my music that I had played in those 
performances, just to, I don’t know… just to enjoy them and just kind of 
imagine myself like there being on that stage. 
She expressed a sense of loss because she could not participate in university 
ensembles due in part to her lack of time for them, though she noted that her 
schedule was only a contributing factor since many ensembles had not been 
meeting in person due to concerns related to the global pandemic. Olivia’s 
classical performance experience contrasted with her preference for listening to 
music, particularly ballads, from the 1980s, 1970s, and early 1990s. As was 
addressed above, that preference may have been related to her identity as a part 
of her family and friend groups. 
Harper also tended to listen to different music than what she performed. 
She described differences between her roles as listener and performer, and 






often like… actually I’m not even sure that it happens that often if at all.” She did 
say that she had listened to one piece she knew from her high school band 
experience to “reminisce in playing it with the band.” Yet, Olivia and Harper 
exemplified the idea that despite these differences between the styles of music 
which they listened to and music which they performed, performance experience 
could still constitute an important part of participant musical identities. Similar to 
Olivia, Harper related her instrumental experience to her family identity. She 
described her mother encouraging her to play the flute when Harper started 
playing music because the family already had a flute at home. Harper described 
the situation as though it were almost destiny that she should play that 
instrument: 
I honestly think that… the instrument chooses the person instead of the 
person chooses the instrument because a lot of times I’ll… people who 
ha–play the same instrument have similar personality traits. 
The statement bears remarkable similarities to Nettl’s (1995) description of 
instrumentalists in schools of music, but it is important here primarily because it 
demonstrates almost spiritual importance of the flute for Harper. 
She described a “magical connection” with Ticheli’s wind ensemble piece 
Shenandoah for herself and other members of her high school band. It was a 
piece which she had played throughout her high school band experience, but 
which was also the last piece she ever played with the ensemble. The piece had 
brought her and other members of her band to tears, and even during the 






up.” She described marching band as “important” and “impactful” for her, and she 
took pride in her ability to do her best at competitions with her band. She often 
talked about musical experiences in terms of a strong community and believed 
that music was important partly because it allowed her to relate to other people in 
her “family of musical people.” Yet, even when playing alone she reported that 
sometimes “time just… doesn’t exist” as she becomes lost in the experience of 
playing music. She frequently described music-making as a meaningful endeavor 
and a valuable distraction from the bad things happening in the world. 
Amelia described her ideas about music performance similarly: 
Amelia:  My freshman year, everyone was always so adamant about 
practicing and getting things right because we wanted to be 
the best we could be. And then, it just kind of like stayed like 
that for my years. Everyone just loved the energy band had. 
Nicholas:  Do you think that was exceptional for–for your school? Was 
your class particularly motivated? 
Amelia:  I would like to think so. My class, like the class–like the class 
of 2020, the one I was in… I w–we were all like really into 
just like doing things and being together and just like 
meshing, especially if we were a part of the band, we were 
always like, “Yo, let’s go do this. Yo, let’s go practice. Yo, 
let’s go over this part,” for all the younger ones. 
The band members would spend time together after football and basketball 






a guitar or other instrument. Amelia described band traditions like the “band 
pose.” Whenever members of her high school band would see another band 
person, they would strike a pose as a form of mutual acknowledgment of their 
status in the social group. Amelia saw her band community as distinct from choir 
students, who tended to have different personalities. These identities with regard 
to band and high school music informed a great deal of Amelia’s identities as she 
entered university, and she referred to her high school experiences often 
throughout the interview process. 
The context of these ideas about social groups and IIMs changed as she 
entered her university, however. Amelia was unable to participate in band during 
her first semester of university studies due to cancellation resulting from the 
global pandemic. She retained another type of performance, however. Though 
she hadn’t brought her musical instruments with her to her dorm at first, she 
gained access to a piano and eventually acquired her flute and violin. She 
subsequently began playing those instruments again. She described learning 
songs on those instruments from TikTok among other sources. Such interaction 
with TikTok was undoubtedly a form of IIM. Amelia expressed a sense of 
negative affect about her inability to participate in band, but she was still able to 
interact with the music of TikTok. Perhaps such interactions filled a similar role 
for her. Her introductory music course also influenced her performance habits. 
When introduced to ideas about the relationship between emotions and music in 







It (the introductory music course) made me… kind of experiment. Like… 
when I was happy, I played a piece, and then, I like made myself sad by 
listening to sad songs and then tried to say tha–tried to play that same 
piece and see if I could hear any differences. And then it also made me 
think like… certain songs when certain people sing them; some people will 
say like you can hear them crying in the song. So, it made me like really 
listen in some songs to see if I can hear distinct emotions. 
Amelia often described emotional interactions with music, both as a performer 
and a listener. Perhaps in this description, she is dealing with both sides of 
performance and emotion by using all means available to her as a listener and a 
performer. She was exploring what could go into performance and how the 
performer was involved. It was a deeply philosophical line of inquiry that was 
closely related to her experiences in her introductory music course and the 
exposure she had gained to new ideas on music and musical performance. It 
was a synthesis of multiple identities in multiple contexts. 
Isabella placed great importance on her choral experiences from her 
elementary, middle school, and high school years. She started choir in the fourth 
grade and began reading music notation, learning solfege, and developing sight-
singing skills in middle school. In high school, she was learning basic music 
theory skills including key signatures as a part of her choral studies. It was clear 
from her accounts that she experienced an exceptionally rigorous choral program 
for the eight years she participated in choir. Isabella believed that her choral 






undoubtedly acquired some of her teacher’s passion. Her description of 
“unforgettable” choral experiences made it clear that choral music and singing 
were an important part of her musical identities. She described feeling negatively 
about the fact that the choirs at her university were not operating due to concerns 
with the pandemic, but she intended to continue singing in choir when they 
resumed. 
Isabella frequently related musical ideas to her experience in choir and 
generally seemed to contextualize much of the information that she had about 
music in terms that were closely related to her choral experience. When asked 
about ideas from her introductory music course which were important to her, she 
expressed interest in composers whom she remembered from her choral 
experiences such as Mozart and Bach. She said that she enjoyed learning about 
the context of their music since she had fond memories of singing it. Other 
connections that she drew to her choral experience related to lyrical content. The 
song “I’ve Got Rhythm” represented interesting content from her introductory 
music course because she related it to a song from her choral experience called 
“Rhythm of Life.” She felt that the lyrics related the meaning of the two songs, 
and she remembered the lyrics of the latter’s chorus clearly: 
The rhythm of life is a powerful beat 
Puts a tingle in your fingers and a tingle in your feet 
Rhythm on the inside, rhythm on the street 






It was one of several pieces of music which she had vivid memories of from her 
experiences in choir, and she had strong opinions about several. She often 
spoke for her choir when referring to pieces of music in statements framed 
around what “we” thought or “everyone” felt. She also said that she was 
frequently more excited about music which her classmates in choir enjoyed. She 
used similar language in describing the music that she studied in her introductory 
music course, often describing it in terms of what “most people” or “most people 
[her] age” enjoyed. Such associations made it clear that Isabella was 
contextualizing her musical experiences in terms that she learned from social 
interaction in her choral experience. She had a strong sense of group IIM, which 
ultimately related to both her IIM and her MII because her sense of belonging in 
social groups seemed to relate both to what she did and what music she did or 
did not identify with. 
In addition to Sophia’s descriptions of past performance experience 
addressed earlier, she described more current informal experiences with 
performance which she considered to be very positive. In her second interview, 
she described the experience of writing a song with friends: 
My friends came over um a couple weeks ago and we like grabbed out my 
keyboard, and we pulled out the bass, and we were writing songs, and we 
were just goofing around with music… and it was really–it was just super 
genuine and authentic and just very relaxed. And that was just, I don’t 






Despite expressing a sense of loss for her school musical experiences, it was 
clear that Sophia was interacting with music in ways that were as important or 
perhaps even more important to her sense of identity than her experience with 
her school music programs throughout elementary, middle, and high school. 
Indeed, such experiences seemed to be increasingly prevalent to her musical 
identities as the semester went on. 
Emma had similarly informal but impactful experiences in music. Despite 
reporting no formal training in music, she had been actively engaged in 
songwriting and performance throughout the previous several years and 
expressed enjoyment in playing her guitar, singing, songwriting, and performing. 
She said that music had helped her to deal with many difficult life events 
including the loss of loved ones and her own recovery from injuries and medical 
procedures. She had developed a complex understanding of music primarily 
through experimentation and listening and thoughtfully described her ideas on 
music in terms that are not common in academia. Emma tended to emphasize 
emotional importance in music throughout the interview process and expressed 
high valuation of intentionality and the roles of creators in music. She described 
an interest in any music which had deep, authentic, or unique intent such as the 
music of The Lumineers and Mumford and Sons. In the first interview, she 
described invented personas of performers such as Lady Gaga. Such personas, 
she felt, did not necessarily reduce the quality of the music, but they did make it 
less relevant to her personally. Yet, she also expressed various views throughout 






importance can be a matter of personal taste. Her exposure to John Cage’s 
piece 4’33” supported her belief that anyone could make meaningful music in the 
right circumstances, which seemed to be primarily reliant on creator intention or 
social impact. She also maintained that music was a generally emotional art 
form. All of these views seemed to relate to music performance in some way for 
Emma, and she referred back to her many experiences with performance 
frequently throughout the interview process.  
Despite vastly different contexts for their performance experiences, these 
students all described musical performance in two interrelated contexts. First, 
they expressed value in performance partly because it was a social endeavor. 
They seemed to value social music-making in ensembles and groups as a way of 
connecting with other performers, and some participants such as Emma also 
expressed a sense of importance in their ability to communicate with listeners 
through performance. Yet, many of these student performers also expressed a 
sense of importance for the act of performance itself, even if it was not 
associated with a musical ensemble. Several students such as Olivia and Harper 
reported playing a piece of music in order to be reminded of an ensemble 
experience. Others such as Emma reported getting lost in the music or using it 
as a means of escape or catharsis. One notable feature of many performance 
experiences that participants described as being highly important was that they 
were not connected with technical mastery. 
This aligns with the finding of McPherson et al. (2012) that music students 






largely independent of technical ability. Harper and Olivia certainly valued the 
ability to achieve a high level of mastery in their musical ensembles, but that 
should not be taken to suggest that their engagement with music was any more 
meaningful to them than more informal experiences such as Isabella’s choral 
warm-ups or Sophia’s jam sessions on bass. Descriptions of such informal 
experiences often resembled the “nearness and immediacy where experience 
encapsulates cause and affect, musical proficiency with musical purpose” which 
McPherson et al. suggest may be highly important to musical development (p. 
220). 
These findings raise important questions regarding students in 
introductory music courses at universities. Could these students have 
performance experiences that are as important or more important to their sense 
of musical identities than those of students pursuing music majors? Do 
universities or instructors make assumptions to the contrary? It seems clear that 
if the answer to the latter question is yes, such institutions and individuals should 
carefully consider the possibility that the answer to the former question could also 
be yes. Certainly, many student participants in this case study had performance 
experiences that were highly important to their sense of IIM, and they were 
undoubtedly deserving of instruction that enabled the development of their 
interactions with music regardless of their technical proficiency in musical 
performance. 
Non-performer 
In contrast to the above identities of student performers, certain student 






learn the guitar from her mother but being unsuccessful in making substantial 
progress. Such experiences led her to believe that composing and performing 
were “impressive,” because she felt that even if she knew what she wanted to 
express in music, she could not “musically put that all together” to convey it to an 
audience. She described believing that many composers and performers seemed 
to have an exceptional talent or gift. Though she had played instruments 
casually, Mia also described a certain difference in understanding between 
herself and more dedicated instrumentalists whom she knew. Such perceptions 
may have been partly due to her experience at a high school which had a band 
program that was very well established and prominent. She felt that her friends in 
high school and college who were performers had a special understanding of 
music which she did not. 
This identity as a non-performer may have distanced Mia from her 
instructor who, similar to Mia’s music major friends from university or band 
friends from high school, had experienced “some sort of like emotional feeling 
when they play music or when they listen to music.” She also described a certain 
knowledge which her music major friends showed when she would listen to 
music from her introductory music course around them. They grasped concepts 
sooner than she did as though the music from class was more readily available 
to them, at least in the terms which Mia’s instructor, the institution, or the written 
sources might use to describe it. 
In her third interview, Mia reiterated the perception that instrumentalists 






certain music from class as well as someone who performed that music. When 
she was subsequently asked if there was another way to gain that connection to 
the music or if it was exclusive to performers, she said: 
I think it’s kind of a mix between both… That’s actually [laughs 
thoughtfully] yea, that’s an interesting question, because I feel like when 
you talk to people who played an instrument, like I went to a very–a school 
that had–in high school, I went to a school that was really into band, so 
when you talk to people, they almost like relate to their instrument on a 
different level than maybe somebody who would listen to it from outside. 
So, I would say yea. You kind of have to build that relationship in order to 
really truly like appreciate it, but I think the more you learn about that 
instrument, just for me who isn’t really like a musician, like when you kind 
of learn about different aspects of it or different types of the instrument or 
how it’s played, it kind of makes you more interested, so you can build 
more of like an appreciation towards it. 
Mia theorizes here that perhaps the connection between performers and their 
instruments has to do with a technical as well as a contextual understanding of 
the instrument. It is undoubtedly an etic perspective based on her observations 
as an outsider looking in on such groups. Both Ava and Mia held a special 
respect for the relationship which performers have with music. 
Interactions Between Identities 
Trevarthen (2002) suggests that musical endeavors among infants 
demonstrate “a powerful and growing sense of self, a self-consciousness that is 






isolated, intending, object-conceiving and problem-solving ego.” (p. 34) He went 
on to explain how such a relationship with music develops into similar 
interactions in later life, which was certainly supported by the statements of 
student participants in the study presented here. Students described incredibly 
complex patterns of social interaction and personal engagement with music 
which resulted in interrelated concepts of identity and musical reality. Such 
interactions are reminiscent of Whitman (1855/2007): 
Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then . . . I contradict myself; 
I am large . . . I contain multitudes. (p. 67) 
Just as Whitman did in Leaves of Grass, student participants described identities 
related to the past, the present, the future, themselves, and others. All of those 
ideas seemed to relate to one another and develop in tandem, contrasting and 
contributing to one another, sometimes simultaneously. 
Harper expressed a perception of a complex interaction between family 
identity, identity as a part of her friend group, performer identity, and listener 
identity. This interaction between music in identities (MII) and identities in music 
(IIM) was further complicated by the unique stage of life she was in as a 1st-year 
university student. When asked if her interest in music had become more or less 
like her family’s interest or if it had remained about the same, Harper said: 
Definitely in different aspects. Like, in songs that I listen to just to listen to, 
just for like enjoyment, I feel like living away from home has definitely 






and… and those songs aren’t really songs that my mom would listen to or 
my dad would listen to. ... So, I think that that’s changed. … but as far as 
like music that I like to play, I… my mom and I like to play… like, classical 
pieces or it’s–it’s not necessarily like the classical period, but we like to 
play music from like the romantic period or the baroque period or the 
classical period, just not really modern music. We like to play music that 
was… that is… kind of the older pieces. 
Harper’s responses were often focused on musical communities, and her 
thoughts on the boundaries and interactions between communities were complex 
and highly developed but also still evolving. As a performer (a form of IIM), she 
identified with her family closely. As a listener, however, her identities were 
becoming more closely aligned with her roommate, her boyfriend, and her 
friends. 
When asked if her interests in music were becoming more or less like her 
friends or if it was about the same, Harper said that she thought that her interests 
were becoming “a little bit more” like her friends. She said that this was especially 
true with regard to her roommate because she was “around her all the time.” 
Harper felt that the increased exposure to each other’s music meant that the two 
would undoubtedly start developing similar interests with regard to listening. 
Harper described a similar difference concerning her boyfriend and her family: 
This past weekend, um when I was with my boyfriend, we pick–we like 
have a playlist that we made together, and so we kind of talk about those 






but just kind of like, “Yea, this song makes me think of you, and that’s why 
I added this song,” and kind of stuff like that. And… I think… This hasn’t 
been recent, but… my family uh talks about music in different ways. Like, 
sometimes if we’re listening to music when we’re driving together, we… 
we just kind of like… talk about like, “Oh yea, I really like this song, and 
this reminds me of such and such.” And then, um my mom, my sister, and 
I, we all play instruments, and so we’ll often talk about like um, “Oh my 
gosh, this song is a little tricky because it’s in three-eight,” or “I’m having 
trouble with this specific aspect of this song, and I think this is why I’m 
struggling with it, and I’m excited to not struggle with it anymore.” So, I 
think that there’s different parts… that I talk about with different people. 
Harper had ideas about distinct identities which had their own unique boundaries 
and their own associations with social groups. With regard to her introductory 
music course, she felt that it tended to inform her performance identities more 
than her listening, as will be addressed in the Effects of Course on Musical 
Identities section of this chapter. Such effects may have been connected to 
associations with emotional as opposed to analytical views on music since 
Harper reported tending to listen to music which made her “want to dance” or 
“feel good” at home and experiencing a more analytical approach to music in her 
introductory music course. Such associations undoubtedly informed how she 
drew connections between her various identities. 
Despite the differences between her personal listening habits and those 






pieces she was exposed to in class on her own. She enjoyed listening to The 
Beatles’ song “Love You To” and Claude Debussy’s piece Prélude à L'après-midi 
d'un Faune, L. 86 (Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun). Throughout the interview 
process, Harper maintained that her favorite song from her introductory music 
course was Frédéric Chopin’s Nocturne in E♭ Major, Op. 9. She would listen to it 
on her own, and she had talked to her mother about it as well. In her third 
interview, Harper described asking her mother if she could play the piece on the 
piano. In fact, Harper said that with regard to all of the music from class, she 
tended to talk mostly with her mother and sister about it, because as performers 
they would “understand the different terms” that she used to describe the music 
better than her father, who did not play an instrument. 
In this case, Harper created a novel interaction between incredibly 
complex identity concepts. Perhaps this was an interaction between her amazing 
and varied multiple worlds as Phelan et al. (1991) might say. It undoubtedly 
relied on many aspects of her identities which she related to one another. 
Certainly, Harper’s many identities and the complex nature of their isolation or 
interaction demonstrate the unique characteristics possible in student musical 
identities. She arrived at university with well-developed and multitudinous IIMs 
and many ways of using music in her other identities (MII). Her identities were 
placed in a new context as she moved away from home, associated with new 
people, and gained greater understanding from her coursework. The result was 
complex associations between her many identities which may not have resulted 






Harper described is shown below with arrows representing interactions and text 
showing ideas relevant to this particular situation. 
Figure 3 
Possible Interpretation of Interactions Among Harper’s Musical Identities 
 
 
Harper was certainly not the only student to generate complex interactions 
between her many musical identities, however. For Olivia, it was clear that her 
MII and IIM interacted throughout her life. She had started her university studies 
as a music education major, and she had certain clear ideas about educator 
identities. She expressed the idea that perhaps, “there is a distinction between 
an educator and just a general listener and how they listen and what they listen 
to.” Educators, she said, may have certain preferences for classical music and 
may engage with music in ways that are unique from other listeners. 
In her first interview, Amelia described a certain balance between her 






Nicholas:  It sounds like you’ve got sort of all of these um roles… as a 
musician and a listener and, you know you talk about it with 
your friends and your family and introduce them to different 
things. Are… do any of those feel like they’re more important 
to who you are as a person or are they all sort of equal 
parts? 
Amelia:  I feel like they’re all really equal parts to who I am, because 
the family listening, that kind of just… it makes me very 
familial. I have a really strong connection with my family, and 
I think it’s probably because of that. And then, the whole 
leading and giving advice to my younger instrumentists 
(instrumentalists) and talking to them about music, it made 
me realize I kind of wanted to be a teacher. I liked helping 
these kids along this journey. 
In this response, one can identify some of the ways in which IIM can affect MII. 
For Amelia, roles that she acquired as a part of her family’s musical culture and 
her school band program affected her roles in other areas of life as well. Despite 
pursuing a non-music major, her foundational role of teacher and educator had 
been informed largely by her experiences in music. 
Students in this study demonstrated that though identities can be 
categorized into groups such as IIM and MII based on their qualities, various 
types of identities interact constantly. Likewise, student identities were not 






others from the past and imagined ideas about self and others in the future. 
Certainly, any accurate ethnographic understanding of a student population 
should account for, as Whitman might say, the multitude of identities that 
students contain. 
Views of Others 
Student Views of Instructor 
One of the most common student responses to questions about Dr. 
Jones’s IIMs was that she was clearly passionate about music. Harper suggested 
that Dr. Jones’s passion for music may even have impacted her influence on 
students. She said that perhaps one of the reasons that she liked The Beatles’ 
song “Love You To” was because it was something that her instructor “loved 
talking about,” and “knew everything about it and she was just… wanted to share 
that song–song with us.” Sophia observed that Dr. Jones was “passionate about 
all different types” of music but expressed an interest in “what she (Dr. Jones) 
actually listens to on her free time.” Charlotte had initially expressed a similar 
sense of uncertainty about what music Dr. Jones preferred personally, but by the 
end of the interview process, she confidently responded that “the music from 
Korea is definitely the most important” to Dr. Jones. Isabella similarly believed 
that Korean music was important to Dr. Jones because it was “part of her cultural 
identity” and she was “very excited to talk about it.” Isabella also added that Dr. 
Jones seemed to be passionate about jazz “because jazz has so many different 
components, and it’s very complicated.” Other students expressed beliefs that 






was a pianist, and some believed that she enjoyed the classical music in class 
more, seemingly as a result of this revelation. 
Most student responses that mentioned Dr. Jones’s passion for music 
centered around her eclecticism, her love of new or novel music, and her desire 
to share music with students. Students believed that one of the principal 
indicators of this desire to share music with others was Dr. Jones’s interest in the 
music which students listened to. Emma said of Dr. Jones: 
I feel like she could sit and be a listener too because she kept asking us 
for our different like opinions or different songs that we thought could be 
cool in the course, and how she could introduce different groups… she 
just seems very well rounded across the board, which I guess that was the 
whole point of the class, too. 
Emma’s connection between Dr. Jones’s interest in student’s music and her 
eclecticism was common among many of the student participants, and several 
expressed a belief that such interest was a genuine indicator of open-
mindedness, though some doubted whether Dr. Jones would actually listen to all 
of their recommendations. Yet, the students’ belief that Dr. Jones had eclectic 
interests in music made it perhaps all the more difficult to identify her priorities in 
music. That is to say, they seemed to believe that if Dr. Jones is passionate 
about music, she must feel that it is important, but they were uncertain about how 
she would judge importance in music if her tastes are also eclectic. 
Those students who did not feel they could identify a genre or style which 






that was new, novel, or had strong historical and cultural importance. However, 
as was addressed in the Associations with Genre and Style section of this 
chapter, some students saw a negative side to this tendency as well. For some 
students, Dr. Jones’s appreciation for experimental and atonal styles highlighted 
her differences from the students. She appreciated novel or historically important 
music, and several student participants saw some of that music as also being un-
emotional or overly analytical. Additionally, some students expressed the belief 
that Dr. Jones was likely not as well versed in current popular music as students 
were. Mia expressed the belief that she might be “more familiar with like what’s 
going on” in terms of music that is “relevant,” “new,” and “in style” than Dr. Jones 
is. Consistently, students did express the belief that Dr. Jones was 
knowledgeable, however. Charlotte said that Dr. Jones “never said ‘I don’t know.’ 
She always had an answer to every question, and she just knew so much about 
music from the start.” The students also consistently regarded her as having a 
strong role as a teacher and guide in musical endeavors. Amelia put it this way: 
She, to me now seems more like a guide of a person, someone that’s like, 
“Oh, you like this. Maybe you should try this,” or like is helping guide 
someone into the world of music… or that’s how I see her. 
As the semester progressed, the students’ responses regarding their instructor 
transitioned from focusing on her professional role to focusing more on her innate 
personal qualities. As was addressed earlier in this section, Emma suggested in 






someone about music even outside of class because it was just a part of who 
she was. 
Ava associated with Dr. Jones’s role as a teacher and expressed views of 
Dr. Jones both as a fellow educator and as a musical expert. When asked about 
her instructor’s roles in music, Ava lightheartedly replied: 
Yes, and I wish I could put words to that role, but it kind of seems a little 
like abstract to me... just in the sense of where she just seems so 
knowledgeable on so many aspects of music in different times… I don’t 
know, she just seems like this musical, like all knowing musical being that 
I’m learning from; [laughs] that I’m obtaining wisdom from [laughs]. 
Ava described her relationship with her instructor in a positive light frequently in 
her second and third interviews and expressed a certain identification with Dr. 
Jones’s role as an educator. However, Ava initially found her instructor to be 
somewhat intimidating. She described this sense as being related to responses 
in class from other students which showed high levels of competency. Ava 
initially thought that perhaps the same would be expected of her. Yet, as the 
semester progressed, she found her instructor to be more supportive and 
understanding than she had thought. For Ava, the context of her interaction with 
her instructor changed as she gained competency in musical analysis and 
terminology and developed a relationship with her. Ava demonstrated that 
students may view their instructor as both teacher and role model. In light of the 
various student views described above, perhaps the primary lesson to learn from 






not only to what their instructor taught but how she taught it. Indeed, the latter 
was perhaps more frequently addressed in interview responses than the former. 
Instructor Views of Students 
In her first interview, Dr. Jones described her typical students in 
introductory music courses for non-music majors as enjoying styles such as indie 
music and mentioned that “very few” know or have an interest in classical music 
or jazz. However, she believed that many students in the past had enjoyed 
learning about jazz, especially African American students who appreciated 
learning about the connections between jazz and the African American 
experience. She described asking students at the beginning of the semester to 
voluntarily disclose their race and ethnicity, which she associated with her efforts 
to build awareness (presumably awareness of different races and ethnicities) and 
her belief that “we should be able to say” what our ideas on race and ethnicity 
are. Throughout the semester, she described her students as “very important 
audiences” who could become arts supporters someday. She suggested a 
justification for her students’ value and the importance of the coursework as 
though she had defended the significance of the class to others in the past. 
She believed that many of her students had some experience in choir or 
band from their high school years but that not many of them “actively make 
music,” an assertion which may have been true. The eight students who reported 
playing instruments in this study ultimately constituted less than a fifth of the 
students enrolled in the introductory music course, and several of them may not 
have been making music actively. She believed that many students took the 






that her students were nonetheless “serious listeners,” who may have taken 
other music classes before hers. 
In her first interview, Dr. Jones frequently mentioned her own children. As 
a mother, she reported being exposed to new music and new ideas by her 
children frequently, and that information seemed to inform how she thought about 
her students. When asked if being a parent had affected what she did as an 
instructor, Dr. Jones responded: 
Yea, especially, I didn't go to K–12 here, yeah. So, I–I just jump you know; 
nothing no zero grades to university doctoral level so I had no appreciation 
of what they went through in terms of the curriculum, the student culture, 
the relationship between teacher and student… So, I'm learning 
backwards which really helps me, yeah, how to treat my students, what 
kind of background they have, and then as my kids go through music 
programs in elementary and middle school and I see, you know what they 
are teaching, mhmm. So, that's why I relate better and better with my 
students. 
Dr. Jones clearly drew certain connections between her children and her 
students, which seemed to be primarily concerned with their age and location. 
Being of the same generation in a similar geographical area, it seemed likely to 
Dr. Jones that they had similar experiences. Such an assertion did seem to be 
true in certain instances. 
Dr. Jones described listening to popular “vibe-oriented music” such as 






TikTok. As addressed in the Identities in Music section of this chapter, TikTok 
was actually a very popular source of musical engagement for student 
participants in this study. Additionally, despite an overall belief among the student 
interview participants that Dr. Jones was likely not as up-to-date on current 
popular music as they were, several expressed surprise in Dr. Jones’s 
knowledge of certain artists. In discussing her views on her instructor’s musical 
identities, Emma described her surprise at Dr. Jones knowledge of Billie Eilish 
this way: 
She threw me off the other day because she was talking about Billie Eilish, 
and I was like, “you listen to Billie Eilish?” Like, I–I don’t even listen to her, 
like and I know I’m like, people assume… because of my age, and I’m 
female, and girls my age tend to gravitate towards her, but it was like, 
she’s going off about Billie Eilish, and I was like, “I don’t know what kind of 
music you’re into.” 
In Emma’s description, Dr. Jones’s knowledge of Billie Eilish was similar to the 
“badge of identification” addressed earlier from the research of Tarrant et al. 
(2002). In this case, perhaps Dr. Jones benefitted from a genuine personal 
connection to artists such as Billie Eilish which she obtained from her family 
relationships. Perhaps that knowledge served as a form of “badge” granting her 
some legitimacy with regard to current popular music in the eyes of her students. 
Dr. Jones’s relationship with her students was in some respects quite 
interactive. When asked if she tried to present ideas about who might listen to 






she presented to them. Throughout the semester, Dr. Jones described asking 
students about their musical preferences and asking them to recommend music 
which she could include in class because she liked “to continue to update” 
course content. Aligning with this goal, her first assignment for students 
consisted of five questions regarding where they were from, what their majors 
and plans for careers were, what their all-time favorite music was, what their 
current favorite music was, and why they liked music or felt that it was important. 
Throughout the semester, students were subsequently asked to “list 5 things that 
interested [them] most or [they] remember” from the class sessions on video 
conferencing. It was evident from these assignments that Dr. Jones’s concept of 
instruction was defined by interactive engagement with students in which they 
had consistent input on assessments of importance and even some input into 
what future students might study in introductory music courses. 
When asked what the effects of the introductory music course were on 
students during the semester, Dr. Jones responded with four ideas. First, she 
said, students “got to know” some classical and jazz music which they may not 
have listened to. Second, they probably would have “looked differently” at their 
own culture because Dr. Jones asked them about their ideas on culture “many 
times.” Third, Dr. Jones introduced students to other musical cultures, including a 
“more friendly concept” of the Arabic world and Korean music and music 
associated with “[her] own ethnicity.” The fourth, she said, was more emotional. 
Though she acknowledged certain drawbacks to the online format of the class 






get to know her students through class summaries and video conferencing 
sessions. From this description, it is clear that Dr. Jones believed that she was 
achieving her goals that were addressed in the Instructor Intent and Identity 
section of this chapter. She believed that students were developing their 
understanding of music to become more positive participants in musical 
communities and more informed individuals concerning their own identities as 
well. Such descriptions relate to both interpersonal and intrapersonal 
developments in student musical identities. They also relate to Dr. Jones’s ethical 
judgments on creating musical engagement which was good for students and 
their communities. 
Though there were certainly areas in which Dr. Jones held misconceptions 
about her students, in general, she seemed to exhibit many of the characteristics 
which Kelly-McHale (2013) called for. Kelly-McHale suggested that teachers 
should become “students of our students,” and react to student responses, 
actions, and worldviews (p. 212). Dr. Jones seemed to be genuinely interested in 
her students’ musical identities, and she appeared to be successful at convincing 
student participants in this case study that this was the case. Additionally, she 
reported adapting curriculum to past student responses. She also continued to 
make promises to students that she would utilize their feedback in the future, 
which suggests that her IIM as an instructor was concerned primarily with her 






Changes in Musical Identities 
Changes in Instructor 
Identities 
Throughout the interview process, Dr. Jones reported a sense that she 
constantly learned from her students. In her second interview, when asked if 
there were any changes to how she identified herself, she mentioned that in their 
responses and class summaries, students exposed her to music in “newer” 
genres and by “newer” musicians. She described this as developing her “newer 
taste in music.” Her word choice echoed student opinions on their own expertise. 
As was addressed in the Identity and Age section of this chapter, students 
tended to believe that they had a unique understanding of new or current musical 
styles. Dr. Jones, it would seem, agreed at least enough to listen to student 
recommendations of “newer” music. Indeed, in coding done as a part of this 
study, the strongest code co-occurrence with the “Student influence on instructor” 
code was with the “Exposure to new music” code among instructor responses. 
This association suggests that perhaps in addition to the exposure to new music 
which Dr. Jones provided to her students, there were a meaningful number of 
situations in which the inverse occurred.  
Toward the end of her final interview, Dr. Jones described her process of 
asking students for recommendations. She said that she tries every semester to 
include new musical selections from student feedback in the course curriculum 
but said, “The more I know, you know, the more I’m in trouble” because she had 
to make difficult decisions about what to include in course content. She described 






recommendations for many different types of music. Dr. Jones’s commitment to 
student interests was consistent throughout the semester, and despite certain 
skepticism from students, she appeared to be genuinely interested in student 
musical recommendations. 
Perhaps such a viewpoint was the result of her philosophical views on 
musical instruction, which were heavily based on ethical considerations, as was 
addressed in the Instructor Intent and Identity section of this chapter. For 
whatever reason, Dr. Jones consistently referred to music in terms of what her 
students and her family were interested in, and she described looking into certain 
student recommendations in substantial depth. She described watching a 
documentary on Dolly Parton in part because of student recommendations, and 
she consistently reported telling students that she planned to investigate some of 
their recommendations in future semesters, a claim which was consistent with 
student accounts throughout the semester. The extent to which these changes in 
Dr. Jones’s listening and music consumption affected her personally was not 
clear from the data gathered in this research, but there is little doubt that her life 
and her habits with regard to music were influenced by students throughout the 
semester. 
Student Skill Development 
By the second interview, Emma was using much of the vocabulary from 
her introductory music course in interviews. When asked about what she was 
learning in class, Emma responded with a description of learning about musical 






Emma:  It’s been interesting too because like you can hear that 
differen–you can feel the difference… in the way that it’s 
structured (the way that the music is structured), which is 
something that I’ve never truly paid attention to before. 
Nicholas:  Ok. Do you… do you feel like that’s a matter of sort of 
hearing new things in the music or is it a matter of just sort of 
knowing what to call them? 
Emma:  I think it’s the awareness of it. Like, I didn’t realize that there 
could be such a big difference [laughing]. 
The idea which Emma presents here is that she was exposed to new ways of 
thinking about music which informed how she listened. It was a common idea 
among other participants’ responses as well. Emma would frequently say that 
she did not hear something new in the music so much as she began to hear the 
same things differently. Perhaps Reimer (2003) would describe this phenomenon 
in terms of meaningfully interrelating particular sounds to generate significance 
(p. 225). Emma could hear the same sounds, but when she was exposed to new 
methods of interpretation and interrelation, she contextualized them differently. 
Ava also reported noticing a difference in how she contextualized music. 
She enjoyed listening to music from Disney films, and throughout the course of 
the semester, she reported noticing new differences in the music she heard in 
the movies. When asked if she felt that she listened to music differently since she 






Definitely. I think I pay attention to things that I probably wouldn’t have 
paid attention to before. I think I’ve mentioned that for me, it was always 
just like, something about the music; it might be a sound or lyrics or 
something that stands out to me, but now… I can recognize more things 
that I’m hearing than I really was before. Like I said, I was just watching a 
Disney movie, and you know as opposed to it being a really upbeat you 
know very intricate song with many different vocal parts and instruments, it 
was a much more simple, it was… honestly it sounded more like an 
instrumentation (perhaps an instrumental piece) a lot of times…and if 
there was vocals added to it like in the older Disneys, it almost sounded a 
little like opera-ey. … So, I can just, now I’m telling differences in music 
that I didn’t really notice before. 
The acquisition of new concepts and skills seemed particularly prominent in 
student responses regarding their introductory music course. Students like Ava 
and Emma were able to take many of the new skills that they learned and apply 
them to listening in novel ways. They were able to attach new meaning and 
context to the music they were listening to. Concepts of age, structure, form, 
instrumentation, and genre were all represented in new and evolving ways in 
their assessments of listening later in the semester, and both participants related 
these changes at least in part to their introductory music course. Such 
information suggests that these types of changes in student skills and their 






Changes in Student Identities 
The effects of the introductory music course on students were varied, and 
any effects were undoubtedly a result of past identities and imagined futures as 
well as the present influences of the class and other elements of current student 
experiences. Olivia’s class experience would serve to contextualize and reinforce 
her own identities with regard to music. She reported taking the class primarily to 
meet credit requirements in her degree and mentioned that it would likely be 
fairly easy for her given her musical background. She expressed an increased 
interest in jazz as a result of the class but otherwise expressed the idea that 
though she liked much of the music in class, she did not connect with it on a 
personal level, which served to affirm her enjoyment of the music she did identify 
with. She also appreciated the chance to review her knowledge of music theory 
and felt that the focused listening done in class was helpful. 
Harper and Isabella both related the type of listening that they did in their 
introductory music course to their experiences in performance ensembles. 
Harper seemed to draw this connection part of the way through a response. 
When asked if the class had any effect on how she thought about her own 
identity, she said: 
Maybe a little bit, I think… I feel like a lot of the music that I listen to is just 
like, “Hey like, I like that–how that sounds, and that makes me like want to 
dance or it makes me feel good,” or… or something like that, and then… 
whereas in the music class, really… Oh! Actually yea, I think for like, as a 
player and like… I think that the music class definitely helps me 






terms… the technicalities of the music, and like why baroque music is 
different from romantic music and the different themes in romantic music 
and why that’s important, and then like classical music and why that’s 
sometimes easier to play, and… just kind of understanding the 
background of that music. So, I think… in that sense, yes. 
In this response, it is evident that the processes used in performance were 
similar to those use in the introductory music course for Harper. She regarded 
personal listening time as more of an emotional endeavor, whereas performance 
and her introductory music class were both somewhat more “technical.” 
Similarly, when Isabella was asked what ideas from her introductory music 
course were most important to her, she related what she learned in the class to 
her own performance experience: 
I think that like if I’m… if I really want to, I can listen to music more 
intentionally and everything. Like, we did this thing in my high school choir 
where we had throwback Thursday, and you have to… like you just lay 
down on the ground. Our teacher played a song, and we listened to it, 
tried to identify it, when it came from… like how many instruments, what 
kind of voices like… things like that. And I think that now I can do even 
more than what we did in that, and I think that that’s pretty cool. So, if I 
want to like intentionally listen to music, I can do that better now. 
In a similar statement relating the class to choir, she said: 
I really do enjoy music, and in choir and stuff you do think way more 






think that especially if I was in choir, I’d really be putting a lot of the skills 
that I learned [in her introductory music course] to use. 
She valued choir highly, but she seemed to view academic endeavors such as 
choir and her introductory music course as distinct from her personal listening. In 
personal listening, Isabella expressed value for music that could make her “feel 
good,” and she viewed much of the listening that she did in her introductory 
music course as contrasting with such music. In a sense, she described often 
wanting an emotional experience from music that did not involve intensive 
analytical thought. Perhaps she saw her introductory music course as relating to 
her choral experience in part because of this preference. Throughout most of her 
daily life, Isabella did not intentionally analyze music, but she did value choir. So, 
when she assessed the importance of analytical methods in music, she related 
them to her choral experience since that involved more musical analysis. 
Mia expressed a sense that her introductory music course had given her a 
new appreciation for older music based on its relationship with modern music: 
I feel like it–it’s made that connect–like more of that connection for me 
because you know, before I probably took this class and I was like, “well, 
they’re kind of old composers, who kind of… who cares,” you know, 
“They’re, they’re the past,” but now I’m realizing how they have impacted 
what we have today. So, I have more um appreciation for them than 
maybe I did beforehand. 
In Mia’s statement, one can see a narrative of context creating meaning. For Mia, 






with. The class may not have caused her to re-examine or redefine the music 
which she identifies with, but it did cause her to reassess the importance of older 
music based on her understanding of context. In a sense, despite resulting in 
little change for her listening habits, perhaps such comparisons would mean that 
“old” music would gain importance for Mia since she had come to recognize that 
such music shared characteristics with the music that she identified with. This 
process could be thought of as recontextualizing or reframing Mia’s concept of 
her musical identity since it affected the way that she thought about relationships 
between older music and the music that contributed to her identity. 
It was apparent that the most relevant influence the introductory music 
course had for Mia was its impact on her ideas about music as a tool for building 
community, however. When asked if she learned anything from the class about 
what makes music important, Mia said: 
I think to an extent yea, because I think like I never realized how important 
it really was in influencing people and… basically creating that basic 
understanding. Because a lot of times when you’re thinking something, 
you think you’re alone, but then when you hear a song, somebody’s 
explaining like how they’re feeling or what’s going on in the community, 
and you’re like, “Oh, like, I’m feeling the same way. This is where we’re 
at.” So, it almost creates that like level playing field, and you can have an 
understanding with somebody else, which again leads to that community 






In certain aspects, perhaps the class could be thought of as strengthening Mia’s 
preexisting ideas about using MIIs. As has been addressed, Mia had a strong 
sense of using music as a common interest to generate connections in social 
groups. Feeling similarly about music or sharing an experience in music could be 
a powerful tool for building relationships in Mia’s life. In the above statement, Mia 
describes how this concept was reinforced through studying its effects on other 
people. 
Charlotte reported becoming more open to the music from class, even the 
music which was not in the country style that she typically enjoyed. She 
expressed interest in Steve Reich’s piece It’s Gonna Rain as well as jazz music. 
She reported generally feeling more open to listening to types of music outside of 
the country genre, though she noted that she typically would not choose to listen 
to that music on her own. Similar to the family context which Charlotte often used 
to make judgments about country music in her identities, she contextualized the 
music she was exposed to in class using social comparisons as well. In her 
second interview, Charlotte reported believing that very few students in the 
introductory music course were interested in the class: 
Like I said, I talk to [her friend in the introductory music course], and I 
know she’ll text me like in the middle of class and just be like, “This is like 
so boring. Like, we’re not listening to anything that like we would normally 
listen to.” And just like kids on the screen; nobody seems like sitting here 
like focused. I feel like kids are always kind of doing other things in the 






instructor) asks a question like the same kids answer every time, and I feel 
like those are the kids that are interested in it, whereas the rest of us are 
just kind of like cruising by and getting through the class. 
For Charlotte, this view changed in some respects over the course of the 
semester, but her fundamental belief that most students in the class did not see 
the music being studied as relevant to them remained constant. Yet, she 
expressed the belief that the class had exposed her to a surprising development 
in what she thought about other people her age: 
I think it surprised me a little bit that like I thought most kids our age 
listened to like pop music or rock and roll or… rapping and what not or 
country music, and like some of the kids in that class got super into the 
music we listened to. Like, they’d be the same ones to answer in the chat 
box all the questions, and they’d be like the first ones to answer. And they 
just seemed like so passionate about the music even though it was music 
like I had never heard before, and so... and like some of them, the teacher 
would start playing the song, and somebody would be like, “Oh my gosh, I 
love this song,” whereas it was from like 1789, and I had never even heard 
that song before. So, I think it surprised me a little bit that like kids our age 
had heard songs from that long ago, and they like enjoyed those songs. 
Charlotte’s belief seemed to be that the majority of students in her introductory 
music course would likely not see the music being studied as relevant to their 
lives, but she saw evidence that a small group was “passionate” about the music. 






context surrounding her own musical identities but also the nature of musical 
identities in general. 
Emma expressed appreciation for gaining new knowledge of musical 
structure, form, style, context, and history in her introductory music course. In the 
second interview, she said, “I don’t know, I think it’s really… I like that I’m getting 
a better knowledge on the structure (of music). I’ve never been exposed to that 
before, so I’m grateful that I am. As far as feeling music, that’s never been a 
problem of mine [laughs].” She expressed an interest in learning about the roots 
of rock music from the class and reported listening to jazz and classical music 
more throughout the semester. However, the effects on Emma’s identities 
seemed to be overshadowed by other influences in her life. She participated 
actively in a worship band at her church and mentioned learning more about her 
roles as a performer and leader in that group (examples of IIM). In response to 
those statements, she was asked if her opinions on performance had been 
affected at all by her introductory music course. She responded, “kind of, but it’s 
mostly come from talking with my worship pastor.” In the second interview, she 
alluded to the idea that she was listening to more religious music as a result of 
her participation in the worship band (an example of MII), and she described 
attempting to find “her sound” in meetings with her worship pastor, who had a 
mentoring influence on her. Taking Emma’s statements on her identity 
holistically, it seems likely that the relative effects of her introductory music 







Emma’s case suggests certain questions regarding IIM, MII and their 
interactions in university non-music major students. Did her roles (IIM) as a 
performer, leader, and worship team member take precedence over roles she 
filled in her introductory music course? Were those roles more relevant to her? 
Emma’s responses suggest that the answer to both questions is yes. For these 
and perhaps other reasons, Emma’s experiences in her introductory music 
course provided context for more relevant or impactful roles which she held in 
other environments. Therefore, the influence of the introductory music course for 
Emma resembles certain aspects of Woodward’s (2013) concept of “reframing” 
musical identities, providing context for identities and re-envisioning what they 
mean rather than altering them fundamentally. Emma also suggested an 
openness to the possibility of change in her musical identities in the future, 
however. In that sense, perhaps the context, terminology, and skills that she 
gained from her introductory course may be more or less impactful than this 
research could demonstrate. 
Sophia expressed a similar opinion that the class informed or 
contextualized other identities rather than changing her identities fundamentally: 
Nicholas:  So overall, over the course of the semester, do you feel like 
you’ve… you’ve gotten something out of the class? Has it… 
kind of improved how you think about music or is it about the 
same or do you feel like you’ve, you’ve sort of lost something 






Sophia:  No, I think I definitely gained a lot of new and… good 
terminology, you know. I think I am able to describe and to 
explain music… I don’t know, more… I don’t know, better 
just… It… I feel like I did get something from this, and if 
anything, it was nice just to be exposed to different… 
different genres and to just take it through the centuries and 
just work your way up from there. 
Nicholas:  So, like a historical view of music and being able to sort of 
trace the origins of music? 
Sophia:  Yea. 
Nicholas:  Huh. Do you feel like that’s sort of the most valuable thing 
that you… that you got from the class? 
Sophia:  [pensive] Yea? 
Nicholas:  Or is it more terminology or…? 
Sophia:  That or just, I don’t know, honestly just the… just the 
exposure. I just appreciate being… or listening to new things 
and hearing new um things that even if I didn’t completely 
appreciate them or if I wouldn’t necessarily listen to them 
again, just knowing that it’s out there and why certain 
composers or artists do what they do and why they’re drawn 
to that I find very interesting. 
Sophia’s sense of the usefulness of her introductory music class here is quite 






types of music and being exposed to pieces of music she had not heard before, 
but she does not express why these things may be important. For her, the 
exposure to new music seems to bear importance for very general, unknown, or 
inexplicable reasons. She may, as Reimer (2003) might suggest, believe that 
exposure to new music bears a certain ethical importance. She may also believe 
that such exposure might prove useful in the future. Alternatively, she may 
believe that the importance of such exposure cannot be expressed in words. 
In contrast to the broad nature of Sophia’s statements, some students did 
have transformative experiences with regard to specific artists or styles because 
of the introductory music course. Ava described a particularly exceptional 
interaction in class regarding Bob Dylan. When his music was introduced in 
class, she responded by saying that she disliked his music, primarily because of 
Dylan’s unique vocal technique. Later she would describe the interaction: 
Nicholas:  You mention um Bob Dylan again, which, you mentioned 
that… class session I think in our last interview… [Ava 
laughs] I mean, was that quite an impactful experience for 
you? You seem to remember it well. 
Ava:  Um, yea! Because it’s like, I thought we were all just allowed 
to share our musical opinions and nothing for nothing, but 
there has been like, you know, in past classes where she’s 
(Dr. Jones is) playing a musical example and someone types 
in the class uh chat, they’re like “This song is lit.” And I’m 






legit reaction… opinion, [jokingly] and so yea, I felt like very 
like slandered after that. I’m like, “woah woah, free country. I 
may express myself freely, thank you.” [both laugh] 
Given this sort of interaction in class, it may seem unlikely that Ava would alter 
her opinions on Bob Dylan. One might assume that she would dismiss input from 
the sorts of confrontational interactions that she described. Yet, she did express 
some changes to her opinions on Bob Dylan by the end of the semester: 
Nicholas:  How about listeners? Have you thought about what sort of 
people would listen to different types of music… in the last 
few weeks here? 
Ava:  ... You know, it’s funny because I just, I mean… I’m sure 
there might be some people out there that don’t really like to 
listen to music, but I would assume that a majority of people 
find some kind of music that they like to listen to… But it did 
get me thinking about like how some people listen to a song, 
and I’m just going to use myself for an example, when I hear 
Bob Dylan, I’m like “Blech! God, he s–sucks when he sings, 
and it’s awful” and... now because I’m educated, whereas I 
was not before… you know learning about impassivity and 
kind of that style of singing gives me a different perspective 
and a [jokingly dismissive tone] little bit of appreciation for 
Bob Dylan and whatever… But I think that when people don’t 






maybe “knowledge.” When they don’t really have full 
knowledge about music, they might have… they might not 
like it or might not understand it, you know? 
This statement is perhaps most striking because it aligns so closely with the 
statements by authors discussed in Chapter 1 on the intent of introductory music 
courses. It certainly resembles Scholes’s (1935) assertion that music 
appreciation instructors can, “remove obstacles—or, rather, set people removing 
their own” barriers to appreciating music (p. 97). Reimer (2003) might add that in 
addition to competency, “as in all other aspects of learning, success in musical 
creativity depends on a sense of obligation to achieve whatever competence is 
required, an obligation of an ethical nature.” (p. 123) 
This assertion that the student must find a certain ethical obligation to 
engage with the music suggests myriad questions about Ava’s change in 
identifying with Bob Dylan. Did she experience an ethical obligation to consider 
Dylan’s music in a new light? If so, what identities and what influences were 
involved in that decision? Reimer might suggest that it was trust between Ava 
and her instructor that caused her to re-examine her ideas on the music. For 
Ava, such trust was almost certainly the result not only of effort on the part of her 
instructor but also on the complex interactions of their many musical identities. 
Perhaps Ava’s decisions to re-examine her existing musical identities and 
acquire new ones resulted from a desire to be like other educators in general or 
like a specific educator whom she admired, an example of MII. It is also possible 






knowledgeable student of music, education, and performing arts, an example of 
IIM. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, it is likely that both of these possibilities 
and perhaps many more are true. 
Vignette: “We can do it, right?” 
As she has done in every class session since the first one, Dr. Jones 
starts class by playing a piece of music as students sign in to the video 
conferencing session. Today, the piece is “Prayer from Jewish Life,” a duet 
featuring a Native American flute player and a cellist. The slide on the screen 
instructs students to write “emotional and analytical” responses in the text chat 
involving “anything that comes to your mind subject to your knowledge and 
emotion” and to write about how they connect the piece with their “past, present, 
and future” including “experience, feeling, situation, identity, crisis, or existential 
questions.” Harper responds with a connection to her performance experience, 
saying she has a Native American flute which she enjoys playing. Some students 
describe the music in terms of emotional connections, while others describe the 
tonality. Dr. Jones responds with “Great!” followed by “OK. Now, any analytical 
talk?” At this point, students change the nature of their responses to refer to 
elements of the music such as sonority, texture, and instrumentation. 
Later in class, the students are asked to participate in a similar exercise. 
“You’ll like this one,” Dr. Jones says as she plays a piece involving cello, drums, 
and vocals for the students. She asks them in the text chat, “How do you like it?” 
This time, responses from the students are noticeably different. Each student 
response begins with a description of instrumentation or tempo before 






facilitated by Dr. Jones, these responses to listening examples have evolved to 
include higher levels of questioning involving genre and style, periods of musical 
history, and geographical associations with the music. 
The class session contains a great deal of content including videos, audio 
examples, and excerpts from the textbook displayed in the slides which Dr. 
Jones shares over video conferencing. She speaks throughout the class session, 
but almost all student responses are given in the text chat. This use of text chat 
is a format change from the beginning of the semester when students were 
frequently asked to respond vocally, but it seems that Dr. Jones has adapted to 
allow students to type instead. There is undoubtedly more participation and 
interaction in class than there was at the beginning of the semester, though it is 
unclear how much of this is related to the changes in format. 
After a final listening exercise, Dr. Jones says, “Today we talked a lot 
about more like emotions, but later on I want you to put in more knowledge about 
musical elements, texture, and harmony, yea. We can do it, right?” She also 
thanks the students for performing well on their recent test. She ends the class 
session with various reminders about upcoming assignments and quizzes, and a 
final “Alright, have a good day. Love you!” Emma smiles, one student echoes the 
statement, and various other students thank Dr. Jones and say goodbye. This 
way of signing off had apparently become typical of class sessions. Seemingly, it 
had started with a joke from certain students on the first day of class, but it had 






sarcastic joke by this point in week 10 of the course. Ava described moments like 
these in her second interview: 
In the beginning of the semester, I, not knowing her (Dr. Jones) from past 
classes or anything, just get the typical impression that this is your 
professor, a doctor nonetheless, you know very professional. … Whereas, 
now you know, when we end our Zooms: “Love you!” and, so it’s just a 
much more personable role, which kind of… makes for a better learning 
experience just in the sense that it makes it seem like casual like a 
conversation versus in the beginning, I was very intimidated... 
The response was indicative of an interaction that was adaptable and constantly 
evolving. Sarcastic jokes could become positive goodbyes. Students who might 
be afraid to answer out loud were allowed to respond in the text chat. 
It was apparent throughout the semester that this adaptation and the 
increasingly friendly and welcoming environment in class sessions created 
learning experiences that students such as Ava regarded more positively. Class 
sessions became less intimidating, and the people involved appeared more 
friendly. Though it may be impossible to know in the context of this research what 
exactly the effects of this evolution were on the musical identities of those 













DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Perception and Development of Musical Identities 
This study was designed to investigate student and instructor musical 
identities in the context of a university introductory music course for non-music 
majors. Chapter 1 addressed various perspectives on the intention and 
philosophy surrounding such courses. Those goals were reflected in university 
guidelines for the class being studied here and were realized through the 
instructor’s curriculum design. Nonetheless, it was clear from Dr. Jones’s 
interview responses that her own ideas on music, ethics, and philosophy had a 
marked impact on her class. Her ideas about music as a tool for positive 
personal and social change and her perception of ethical incentives to facilitate 
such change in her students were impactful on her content choices and her 
instruction. These ideas affected her applications of university guidelines for the 
class as well as some goals which ultimately went above and beyond the 
expectations for the class as described in the course catalog. Perhaps the most 
challenging of Dr. Jones’s goals for the class was that of creating a “springboard 
to lifelong interest in music.” That aim proved to be difficult to achieve in part 
because of the nature of both student and instructor musical identities. 
The musical identities of student participants were interrelated and highly 






(2012), students expressed the idea that family identity served as an early 
influence on their ideas on musical identities with regard to both IIM and MII. 
Many students described increasing differences between their interests in music 
and those of their families, but a majority of students nonetheless reported 
contextualizing many musical experiences using frameworks derived from their 
musical identities related to their families. Friends, roommates, and significant 
others often contributed primarily to student participants’ exposure to new music 
and many recent changes to their descriptions of MII and IIM. This influence 
seemed to result most frequently from a desire to feel a sense of belonging and 
inclusion in social groups or relationships. Students described few situations in 
which they would attempt to challenge or add to their friends’ ideas on music. 
Rather, most of the student participants valued music as a common interest with 
friends, roommates, or significant others. Such findings closely resemble 
assertions made by Tarrant et al. (2002) regarding youth identities in music. In a 
more abstract view of social groups, students also described perceiving 
differences in musical identities which were based on age. Individuals in the 
students’ age groups were often thought of as being more attuned to current 
trends in music. Additionally, student participants expressed the idea that people 
in their age groups tended to use technology such as TikTok, Spotify, and 
SoundCloud more frequently than members of older age groups. Students 
frequently used services such as TikTok as a part of two distinct but interrelated 






Participant responses regarding music were concerned not only with 
present experiences but also with concepts related to the past and future. 
Student participants often contextualized musical experiences based on past 
experiences or relationships and made ethical judgments on music based on 
imagined experiences or relationships in the future. One common theme among 
student participant responses was the idea that they should be eclectic listeners 
because it may help them to generate common interest with or greater 
understanding of people in the future. Similarly, Dr. Jones made many ethical 
judgments regarding the purpose of the introductory music course because of 
who students could become or what effects they could have on themselves or 
others in the future. Such findings are consistent with scholars such as Reimer 
(2003) and Hudak (1999) who frequently described music in educational 
environments in terms of ethical decisions to attempt to create greater 
understanding between and among communities and individuals.  
Student responses regarding their instructor demonstrated two primary 
themes. First, students believed that Dr. Jones must have been passionate about 
the music presented in class because she seemed excited about it and because 
she was knowledgeable about it. In some cases, this idea was reliant on a priori 
judgments about her role as a teacher as well. Some student interview 
responses suggested that in order to be an instructor of music at a university 
level, Dr. Jones must be passionate about music. Second, many student 
interview participants believed that there was a difference between their musical 






be conceptualized. Student participants expressed a sense that music had value 
primarily as a method of emotional expression, emotional regulation, or catharsis. 
Several believed that such views contrasted with Dr. Jones’s analytical approach 
to music. In interview responses, this view was related to the contrast between 
the types of music that students enjoyed and the types Dr. Jones chose to 
include in course content. Specifically, students found that experimental music 
which they thought of as being unemotional or which did not “sound good” lacked 
relevance in relation to their own musical identities. Since Dr. Jones appeared to 
appreciate and enjoy this music, students believed that her perspectives on 
music must differ from their own. 
Such a view was perhaps representative of a dichotomy in student 
musical identities which placed academic and intellectual musical endeavors in 
contrast with casual and emotional endeavors. Though several students 
described emotional experiences resulting from their school music programs, 
many made distinctions between the types of music they might experience in 
academic environments and the types of music they might choose to experience 
outside of those environments. In the case of the introductory music course being 
studied here, this appeared to be the case with much of the music students were 
unfamiliar with. Students who had substantial prior experience with a given type 
of music connected their experiences in class with the music that they identified 
with outside of class, but such cases were relatively uncommon among 
participants. Ava was a notable example of an individual who altered her 






study. However, other participants such as Sophia, Emma, Harper, Amelia, and 
Mia described the effects of the class as contributing primarily to their sense of 
general context for music. Still others such as Olivia, Isabella, and Charlotte 
described the effects of the class mainly in terms of how it served to reinforce 
their identities, though all three believed that their experiences in the class may 
have other effects on their musical identities in the future. Therefore, for the 
students who participated in this research, Dr. Jones’s introductory music course 
predominantly served to contextualize or reinforce their preexisting musical 
identities. 
In light of these findings, three primary assertions regarding musical 
identities can be made from the case study presented here. First, student 
participants generally viewed interaction with their instructor as having some 
influences on their musical identities, particularly with regard to contextualizing or 
reinforcing identities. This idea relates closely to Dr. Jones’s goal of facilitating a 
“springboard to lifelong interest in music” for her students, which may well have 
been the result for some student participants, especially if a broad perspective on 
the meaning of such an aim is used. Undoubtedly, a majority of student 
participants did believe that the class had a lasting impact on their interest in 
music. This impact was primarily in the areas of contextualizing or reinforcing 
musical identities that students already held, but some saw more substantial 
effects. Many students also reported believing that more substantial effects were 
possible in the future. Second, student participants believed that their preexisting 






introductory music course had on their lives. Participants described their 
experiences in the class as being almost constantly contextualized or defined by 
their own musical identities. Third, many of the effects that Dr. Jones’s had on 
the musical identities of student participants in this case study were influenced by 
her own preexisting and developing musical identities. Her IIM and MII affected 
not only her design of the course and interaction with students but also the ways 
in which student participants perceived her input and the content of the class. Dr. 
Jones’s musical identities related to age, musical preference, philosophy, 
ethnicity, and her various roles in music (IIMs) were all important parts of student 
responses regarding their instructor’s impact on their own musical identities. 
Implications for Instructors 
and Leaders 
Implications from the research presented here fall primarily into the 
categories of possibilities to be accepted and actions to be taken. With regard to 
the possibilities that instructors and leaders may benefit from accepting, it may 
be important for instructors to recognize that neither they nor their students have 
control over many of the musical identities that could affect instructor-student 
interaction. Dr. Jones could not change the nature of her own musical identities 
related to her age, ethnicity, or her prior roles in music, yet student participants 
described various effects of such identities on their relationship with her and their 
perception of her input. Similarly, students could not change the nature of their 
own identities related to age, family, or prior experiences with music, but they 
frequently mentioned such identities as impacting their perceptions of class 






These possibilities suggest that instructors should perhaps consider that students 
may not choose their MII and IIM in many cases. It is possible that circumstances 
outside of students’ control may be affecting their ability to identify with a given 
type of music. For many student participants in this case study, the music of 
Schoenberg and other serialist composers was not something that they identified 
with, but their resulting lack of interest should not be taken as a sign that the 
students were not putting in the effort to understand or appreciate the music. In 
the context of their many interrelated musical identities, some students may find 
that music to be more accessible than others. 
This assertion may lead one to ask what actions one could take to meet 
the goals associated with introductory music courses for non-music majors as 
outlined in Chapter 1. Perhaps the study presented here could offer possible 
insight into that area as well. In certain areas, Dr. Jones did have a high degree 
of control over the efficacy of her instruction and her influence. Perhaps the most 
effective feature of her instructional methods for the participants being studied 
was her consistent demonstration of interest in students’ musical preferences 
and her openness to adopting new listening habits and new possibilities for 
course content based on student feedback. Students expressed a sense of 
importance for the interest that Dr. Jones showed in their own musical identities 
and the music that they identified with. In the context of busy instructor schedules 
involving many different demands on time, it may be difficult to prioritize simple 
assignments or casual moments inquiring about students regarding their 






among student participant responses concerning the impact that Dr. Jones had 
on them. Perhaps the most pressing lesson to be learned from the study 
presented here is that instructors may benefit from making time to show interest 
in their students. This recommendation aligns closely with Kelly-McHale’s (2013) 
recommendation for teachers to become “students of our students.” Instructors 
should consider the possibility that their instruction may benefit both from a 
greater understanding of their students and from student perception that they are 
interested in such information. 
The study presented here also demonstrated that students may believe 
that the information their instructors present is more reputable or reliable if it is 
also related to instructor musical identities. Examples of this phenomenon were 
evident in Amelia’s decision to trust Dr. Jones more than a TikTok creator 
regarding the age of composers and musicians and in Harper’s statement that it 
was easier to appreciate The Beatles’ song “Love You To” because Dr. Jones 
appeared to be passionate about it. For whatever reasons, most student 
participants reported greater acceptance of Dr. Jones’s input on music or musical 
roles that she seemed to identify with. As such, while instructors may wish to 
appear balanced or unbiased about the music that they present to students, the 
study presented here suggests the possibility that it may be beneficial for 
instructors to show identification with music and musical roles if they intend to 
affect student appreciation of them. 
Finally, the study presented here demonstrates that the musical identities 






may be incredibly complex and well established while still existing in a state of 
change. Such an assertion suggests that these classes may be highly important 
for students in many respects. While the data collected as a part of this study 
were not intended to generate conclusions regarding the frequency with which 
cases like these occur, the study suggests pressing questions for leaders 
considering the importance of similar courses. University leaders who are 
considering the devaluation or removal of such classes should examine the 
possibility that they are affecting the ability of students like Ava to explore and 
redefine their ideas on music or the ability of students like Emma to contextualize 
their myriad interactions with musical endeavors. 
Additionally, instructors should recognize the possibility that students in 
their introductory music courses for non-music majors may be the ones who 
benefit the most from effective, careful, caring instruction. This study 
demonstrated that students can experience marked and meaningful 
developments in their musical identities in the context of such courses if 
instructors invest their time in careful planning and genuine personal interactions. 
Instructors who relate to Dr. Jones’s sense of ethics and her desire to facilitate 
positive change in musical communities and their members should consider that 
their efforts may be well placed in introductory music courses. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
The study presented here focused on an ethnographic perspective on a 
small group of participants in one university in the United States, but there are 
myriad possibilities for qualitative research on the subject of musical identities 






on the assertions presented here, researchers may consider performing survey 
research with larger sample sizes in order to challenge or develop upon themes 
present in data from this group. Much of the existing research on musical 
identities has been understandably concerned with individual identity concepts, 
but as MacDonald et al. (2002) assert, “musical behaviour must be investigated 
in all of the social and cultural contexts in which it naturally occurs” (p. 4). 
Participant responses in the case study presented here included some 
connections between musical identities and social groups. Such an assertion 
suggests that further study of culture-sharing groups and the musical identities 
associated with them is warranted. Since introductory music courses for non-
music majors are an under-researched context for such groups, research into 
these musical communities may prove useful. 
Additionally, the short duration of the study presented here limited the data 
which could be gathered from participants. Though McPherson et al. (2012) and 
others such as Evans and McPherson (2014) have contributed greatly to the 
understanding of the development of musical identities over a period of many 
years, much of the longitudinal research present in the literature has pertained 
primarily to stages of life prior to university studies and adulthood. The transition 
out of childhood and into university or adult life for non-music majors and non-
professional musicians is a subject that may prove to be useful to an 
understanding of musical identities overall. 
Though the research presented here focused on a general concept of 






aspects of their identities that were important to them, future study into particular 
areas of this population’s musical identities is warranted. Research into specific 
musical identities associated with place, age, and music-making outside of 
academic institutions or formal performing ensembles may be particularly useful. 
Such research could be concerned with music psychology, but it seems likely 
that ethnographic or phenomenological research on these subjects may also be 
useful. In general, it is clear from the literature review in Chapter 1 that there is a 
lack of focus in research endeavors on non-music majors or non-professional 
participants in musical communities between the ages of roughly 18 and 25 
years of age. Research into such individuals and the groups of which they are a 
part may constitute an important development in future understanding of people, 
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MUSICAL IDENTITIES CASE STUDY 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors 
 
Nicholas Booker | book1374@bears.unco.edu | (970)427-4046 
July 24th, 2020 
Hello Students of [the introductory music course], 
I am a Master of Music student with an education emphasis at the University of 
Northern Colorado, and I am conducting research for my master’s thesis. Are you 
interested in participating? 
I would like to observe five of your class sessions and interview you about your 
experience in the class. If you’d like to participate, you can elect to just do the 
observations or do the interviews as well! 
For the interviews, I plan to conduct them remotely, but I’ll be working with each of 
you as the semester progresses to ensure they are conducted in a safe and useful 
environment. Your participation would hopefully give you a good opportunity to 
share a bit about your experience and your ideas on music. If you would prefer to 
participate by just having me observe your class, that’s great too! Either way, it 
wouldn’t affect your grades or standing with the university or your professors in any 
way. 
What do you think? Would you like to participate? 
If so, please notify me by email, a phone call, or a text and fill out the attached 
consent form (one is for observations only and the other is for observations and 
interviews). You should also feel free to contact me with any questions you might 
have. If you don’t want to participate, you should know that when I make my 
observations in class, I won’t be using anything you say, your image, or any other 
information about you in the research. 
Thank you in advance! From one student to another, I appreciate your 












MUSICAL IDENTITIES CASE STUDY 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors 
 
Nicholas Booker | book1374@bears.unco.edu | (970)427-4046 
July 24th, 2020 
Hello [Dr. Jones], 
I am a Master of Music student with an education emphasis at the University of Northern 
Colorado, and I am conducting research for my master’s thesis. Would you consider 
allowing me to study you and your [introductory music course]? 
I will be conducting a case study researching musical identities of instructors and 
students in introductory music courses for non-music majors, and your class would be a 
great fit for the research. I would like to collect data through five class observations, 
three interviews per student with four students, three interviews with you as the 
instructor, and the collection of artifacts related to the class such as curriculum, lesson 
plans, and blank assessments. At this point, I plan to conduct interviews through video 
conferencing to ensure the safety of participants, though I intend to work with you and 
with student participants as the semester progresses to determine the safest and most 
effective method for student interviews.  
My research methods will be based on several texts including John W. Creswell and 
Cheryl N. Poth’s 2018 book Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among 
Five Approaches, Barney G. Glaser’s 1965 paper “The Constant Comparative Method 
of Qualitative Analysis,” and Robert E. Stake’s 1995 book The Art of Case Study 
Research. 
The attached consent forms will explain the precautions I intend to take regarding 
privacy, and I have also attached my IRB protocol as well as the letter I would send to 
students explaining their ability to participate and assuring them that if they do not 
participate, none of their responses or information would be used. My thesis advisor is 
Dr. Brian Casey. 












0025 Kepner Hall, Campus Box 143, Greeley, CO 80639 | Telephone: 970-351-1910 | Fax: 970-351-1934 
INSTRUCTOR CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors  
 
Nicholas Booker · Dr. Brian Casey 
School of Music · (970)427-4046 · book1374@bears.unco.edu 
Purpose and description: I am investigating how musical identities form and develop during 
introductory courses in music for non-music majors. I want to know if students and instructors 
think about their role in music and the role of music in their lives differently as these courses 
progress. 
If you choose to participate, I will observe five of your class sessions in [your introductory music 
course], take video recordings of those class sessions, interview you in person three times 
throughout the semester, and take recordings of those interviews. I would like to interview you 
once during the first two weeks of class, then again in week seven or eight, and conduct a final 
interview with you in the last week of class or shortly after the class ends. 
At this point, I plan to conduct all interviews remotely through video conferencing, but I will 
work with you as the semester progresses to ensure that each interview is conducted in an 
environment which you feel is safe. I plan to use the video recordings of your classes and the 
audio recordings of your interviews purely for purposes of analyzing them for my research. My 
research process will require me to develop interview questions and some procedures as I go 
along, but I welcome questions you have about the process and how I’m protecting your privacy 
or that of your students at any time. 
I will analyze the observations and interviews looking for patterns in how your sense of your role 
in music and the role of music in your life changes and develops during the course of your 
studies, if at all. Will your ideas and your students’ ideas about what you do in music or with 
music change? Does your sense of musical identity affect that of your students? Those are the 
sorts of questions I am interested in. 
Risk to participants is negligible. If you choose to participate, you wouldn’t be asked to do 
anything beyond what you normally do in class other than the three interviews mentioned above. 
Your participation will not affect your standing with the university in any way. 
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I will take every precaution in order to protect your identity and the security of your information. 
During the course of the study, you will be assigned an alphanumeric code, and all of the data 
containing any identifiers for you will be stored using that code rather than your name. Only 
those involved in the approval or process of conducting the research will have access to that data. 
All the data collected and analyzed for the study will be stored on and accessed using password-
protected devices only accessible to parties associated with the approval or process of conducting 
the research. The transcripts of your interviews and class observations will be coded and 
analyzed for use in the research. I may use direct quotations or paraphrases from your interviews 
or class observations, but your confidentiality would be protected, and those quotations or 
paraphrases would not contain any personal identifiers. Once the data is analyzed, I will be 
happy to share the results with you! You will not benefit from participation in this study except 
in the opportunity to share your thoughts, do some self-reflection, and see how your ideas 
contribute to the study. 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study, and if you begin 
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 
please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, 
CO 80639; 970-351-1910. 
  
Participant’s signature Date 
   












0025 Kepner Hall, Campus Box 143, Greeley, CO 80639 | Telephone: 970-351-1910 | Fax: 970-351-1934 
STUDENT CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH- 
INTERVIEWS AND OBSERVATIONS 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors  
 
Nicholas Booker · Dr. Brian Casey  
School of Music · (970)427-4046 · book1374@bears.unco.edu 
Purpose and description: I am investigating how musical identities form and develop during 
introductory courses in music for non-music majors. I want to know if students and instructors 
think about their role in music and the role of music in their lives differently as these courses 
progress. 
If you choose to participate, I will observe five of your class sessions in [your introductory music 
course], take video recordings of those class sessions, interview you in person three times 
throughout the semester, and take audio recordings of those interviews. I would like to interview 
you once during the first two weeks of class, then again in week seven or eight, and conduct a 
final interview with you in the last week of class or shortly after you have finished the class. 
The goal is to make the process interesting for you but also as easy as possible! At this point, I 
plan to conduct all interviews remotely through video conferencing, but I will work with you as 
the semester progresses to ensure that each interview is conducted in an environment which you 
feel is safe. I plan to use the video recordings of your classes and the audio recordings of your 
interviews purely for purposes of analyzing them for my research. My research process will 
require me to develop interview questions and some procedures as I go along, but I welcome 
questions you have about the process and how I’m protecting your privacy at any time. 
I will analyze the observations and interviews looking for patterns in how your sense of your role 
in music and the role of music in your life changes and develops during the course of your 
studies, if at all. Will your ideas about what you do in music or with music change? That is the 
sort of question I’m interested in. 
Risk to participants is negligible. If you choose to participate, you wouldn’t be asked to do 
anything beyond what you normally do in class other than the three interviews mentioned above. 
Your participation (or non-participation) would have no bearing on your grade in the class. If 
you choose to participate, your responses during interviews would not have any bearing on your 
grade in the class nor any effect on your standing with the university. At most, you might find it 
awkward to talk about your role in music or the role of music in your life. At best, you will find 
the interviews to be interesting ways to think about and process what you are learning in class! 
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I will take every precaution in order to protect your identity and the security of your information. 
During the course of the study, you will be assigned an alphanumeric code, and all of the data 
containing any identifiers for you will be stored using that code rather than your name. Only 
those involved in the approval or process of conducting the research will have access to that data. 
All the data collected and analyzed for the study will be stored on and accessed using password-
protected devices only accessible to parties associated with the approval or process of conducting 
the research. The transcripts of your interviews and class observations will be coded and 
analyzed for use in the research. I may use direct quotations or paraphrases from your interviews 
or class observations, but your confidentiality would be protected, and those quotations or 
paraphrases would not contain any personal identifiers. Once the data is analyzed, I will be 
happy to share the results with you! You will not benefit from participation in this study except 
in the opportunity to share your thoughts, do some self-reflection, and see how your ideas 
contribute to the study. 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study, and if you begin 
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 
please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, 
CO 80639; 970-351-1910. 
  
Participant’s signature Date 
   












0025 Kepner Hall, Campus Box 143, Greeley, CO 80639 | Telephone: 970-351-1910 | Fax: 970-351-1934 
STUDENT CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH- 
OBSERVATIONS ONLY 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors  
 
Nicholas Booker · Dr. Brian Casey  
School of Music · (970)427-4046 · book1374@bears.unco.edu 
Purpose and description: I am investigating how musical identities form and develop during 
introductory courses in music for non-music majors. I want to know if students and instructors 
think about their role in music and the role of music in their lives differently as these courses 
progress. 
If you choose to participate, I will observe five of your class sessions in [your introductory music 
course] and take video recordings of those class sessions. 
The goal is to make the process interesting for you but also as easy as possible! I plan to use the 
video recordings of your classes purely for purposes of analyzing them for my research. My 
research process will require me to develop some procedures as I go along, but I welcome 
questions you have about the process and how I’m protecting your privacy at any time. 
I will analyze the observations looking for patterns in how your sense of your role in music and 
the role of music in your life changes and develops during the course of your studies, if at all. 
Will your ideas about what you do in music or with music change? That is the sort of question 
I’m interested in. 
Risk to participants is negligible. If you choose to participate, you wouldn’t be asked to do 
anything beyond what you normally do in class. Your participation (or non-participation) would 
have no bearing on your grade in the class nor any effect on your standing with the university. 
Nothing you say or do in the observed sessions will have any effect on your grade or standing 
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I will take every precaution in order to protect your identity and the security of your information. 
During the course of the study, you will be assigned an alphanumeric code, and all of the data 
containing any identifiers for you will be stored using that code rather than your name. Only 
those involved in the approval or process of conducting the research will have access to that data. 
All the data collected and analyzed for the study will be stored on and accessed using password-
protected devices only accessible to parties associated with the approval or process of conducting 
the research. The transcripts of your class observations will be coded and analyzed for use in the 
research. I may use direct quotations or paraphrases from your class observations, but your 
confidentiality would be protected, and those quotations or paraphrases would not contain any 
personal identifiers. Once the data is analyzed, I will be happy to share the results with you! You 
will not benefit from participation in this study except in the opportunity to share your thoughts, 
do some self-reflection, and see how your ideas contribute to the study. 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study, and if you begin 
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 
please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, 
CO 80639; 970-351-1910. 
  
Participant’s signature Date 
   












0025 Kepner Hall, Campus Box 143, Greeley, CO 80639 | Telephone: 970-351-1910 | Fax: 970-351-1934 
STUDENT CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH- 
OBSERVATIONS ONLY 
Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University 
Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors 
 
Nicholas Booker · Researcher School of Music · (970)427-4046 · book1374@bears.unco.edu 
Dr. Brian Casey · Faculty Advisor · (970)351-3189 · Brian.Casey@unco.edu 
Purpose and description: I am investigating how musical identities form and develop during 
introductory courses in music for non-music majors. I want to know if students and instructors 
think about their role in music and the role of music in their lives differently as these courses 
progress. 
If you choose to participate, I will observe five of your class sessions in [your introductory music 
course] and take video recordings of those class sessions. 
The goal is to make the process interesting for you but also as easy as possible! I plan to use the 
video recordings of your classes purely for purposes of analyzing them for my research. My 
research process will require me to develop some procedures as I go along, but I welcome 
questions you have about the process and how I’m protecting your privacy at any time. 
I will analyze the observations looking for patterns in how your sense of your role in music and 
the role of music in your life changes and develops during the course of your studies, if at all. 
Will your ideas about what you do in music or with music change? That is the sort of question 
I’m interested in. 
Risk to participants is negligible. If you choose to participate, you won’t be asked to do anything 
beyond what you normally do in class. Your participation (or non-participation) would have no 
bearing on your grade in the class nor any effect on your standing with the university. Nothing 
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I will take every precaution in order to protect your identity and the security of your information. 
During the course of the study, you will be assigned an alphanumeric code, and all of the data 
containing any identifiers for you will be stored using that code rather than your name. Only 
those involved in the approval or process of conducting the research will have access to that data. 
All the data collected and analyzed for the study will be stored on and accessed using password-
protected devices only accessible to parties associated with the approval or process of conducting 
the research. The transcripts of your class observations will be coded and analyzed for use in the 
research. I may use direct quotations or paraphrases from your class observations, but your 
confidentiality would be protected, and those quotations or paraphrases would not contain any 
personal identifiers. Once the data is analyzed, I will be happy to share the results with you! You 
will not benefit from participation in this study except in the opportunity to share your thoughts, 
do some self-reflection, and see how your ideas contribute to the study. 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study, and if you begin 
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please send an email to Nicholas 
Booker at book1374@bears.unco.edu stating that you have read the Student Consent Form for 
Human Participants in Research- Observations Only for the Development and Interactions of 
Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a University Introductory Music Course for Non-
music Majors study and would like to participate in observations if you would like to participate 
in this research. Please print this form for your records. If you have any concerns about your 
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact the Office of Research, Kepner 













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Familial importance or family identity 
Historical importance 
Importance of lyrical content 
Importance to friends 
Importance to society 
Important 
Mental and emotional importance 
Musical importance to individuals (personal taste) 
Personal importance 
Personal unimportance 





Reframing or contextualizing identity 
Similar identities 
Instructor influence on student 
Instructor interest in student identity 
Instructor sense of student identity 
Student influence on instructor 
Student interest in instructor identity 





Complications relating to COVID-19 
Globalization and internet communication 
Lack of musical experiences 
Power differential of authority figures 
Frequent listening 
Infrequent listening 





Influence of significant other (romantic relationship) 
Music teacher or mentor influence 









Casual or personal learning experience 
Change in listening habits 
Exposure to new music 
Fixed listening habits 
Instructional methods 
Learning new concepts or skills 
Musical training 
Practice or repetition 
Testing 
Arts supporter or consumer 
Author 
Background listener 
Band musician (pop and commercial) 
Car listener 
Choral singer 
Church listener (or worship participant) 
Closed minded listener 
Composer 
Concert listener 
Conductor or director 
































Teacher or Instructor 
Walking listener 
Wind ensemble musician 
Work listener 
Workout listener 
Worship team musician 
Anyone can participate in music 
Bass line 
Beat 
Definitions or terminology 
Dynamics 
Extramusical associations 












Sonority and texture 
Technique 
Tempo 
Theory, structure, and form 
Timbre 
Tonality 





Dedicated or attentive listener 
Gender identity 
Knowledgeable 
Mental and emotional disorders 
Passionate 
Physical abilities 
Race and ethnicity 
















Lack of social interaction 
Mental and emotional regulation 
Multiculturalism 
Music as a common interest 






Personality of musician 
Poor quality 
Popular 
Racism and Discrimination 
Relevance 




Universality of music 




























Principal Investigator: Nicholas Booker
Committee Action: IRB EXEMPT DETERMINATION – New Protocol
Action Date: 07/16/2020
Protocol Number: 2004000590
Protocol Title: Development and Interactions of Instructor and Student Musical Identities in a
University Introductory Music Course for Non-music Majors
Expiration Date:
The University of Northern Colorado Institutional Review Board has reviewed your protocol and
determined your project to be exempt under 45 CFR 46.104(d)(701) (702) for research involving
Category 1 (2018): RESEARCH CONDUCTED IN EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS. Research, conducted
in established or commonly accepted educational settings, that specifically involves normal educational
practices that are not likely to adversely impact students' opportunity to learn required educational content
or the assessment of educators who provide instruction. This includes most research on regular and
special education instructional strategies, and research on the effectiveness of or the comparison among
instructional techniques, curricula, or classroom management methods.
Category 2 (2018): EDUCATIONAL TESTS, SURVEYS, INTERVIEWS, OR OBSERVATIONS OF
PUBLIC BEHAVIOR. Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public
behavior (including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria is met: (i) The
information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human
subjects cannot readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects; (ii) Any
disclosure of the human subjects' responses outside the research would not reasonably place the
subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, employability,
educational advancement, or reputation; or (iii) The information obtained is recorded by the investigator
in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through
identifiers linked to the subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination
required by 45 CFR 46.111(a)(7).
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